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ABSTRACT 

This is an Afrocentric examination of women’s use of agency in Ancient Egypt 

and Igboland.  Most histories written on Kemetic women not only disconnect them from 

Africa but also fail to fully address the significance of their position within the political 

spiritual structure of the state. Additionally, the presence of matriarchy in Ancient Egypt 

is dismissed on the basis that patriarchy is the most visible and seemingly the most 

dominant form of governance.  Diop contended that matriarchy was one of the key 

factors that connected Ancient Egypt with other parts of Africa which is best understood 

as the Africa’s cultural continuity theory.  My research analyzes the validity of his theory 

by comparing how Kemetic women exercised agency in their political structure to how 

Igbo women exercised political agency. I identified Igbo women as a cultural group to be 

compared to Kemet because of their historical political resistance in their state during the 

colonial period. However, it is their traditional roles prior to British invasion that is most 

relevant to my study.  I define matriarchy as the central role of the mother in the social 

and political function of societal structures, the political positions occupied by women 

that inform the decisions of the state and the inclusion of female principles within the 

religious-political order of the nation. Matriarchy as a critical framework was used to 

identify how Kemetic women and Igbo women accessed political power by means of 

motherhood, political leadership, and spiritual authority. The findings of this study show 

that Igbo women and Ancient Egyptian women were integral to the political operation of 

their states. Furthermore, the results indicate that Ancient Egypt and Igboland shared 

cultural commonalities as it relates to the roles that women occupied as spiritual 

specialists, political leaders and mothers.   
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Statement of the Problem 

Scholarship written on the history of ancient African societies tends to focus 

primarily on male contributions as the main influence to the development of civilizations 

while minimizing the role of women. Since the lack of research on women also impacts 

the lack of knowledge about the roles of women in African societies- one is presented 

with a double-edged sword. It means that we have to uncover the information about 

African women that represents their experience historically and contemporarily. The 

assumption is that African women were more fundamental to the operation of African 

societies than the literature in African studies suggest.  

One can surmise that utilizing a Eurocentric framework of African history helped 

scholars produce male-centered works, that is, working out of a context where men are 

valued over women meant that the scholars regardless of gender would produce male-

centered works. One could say, however, that among the most liberal and progressive 

academic fields when it comes to works on or about women has been Africana Studies. 

That is not saying very much when it comes to the prevailing conditions and attitudes but 

it does represent an attempt on the part of the discipline of Africology to address this 

serious problem.  

 The lack of information about women as key contributors to their communities 

seems to fly into the face of the work that was done by the pioneering African male 

scholar, Cheikh Anta Diop. Although Diop was from a male dominated society he was 

quick to recognize the value of presenting the true anthropology of the African people. 
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As a result, he posited the Two Cradle Theory. Diop theorized that Africa, located in the 

southern cradle consisted of matriarchal societies while Europe, located in the northern 

cradle, consisted of patriarchal societies (Diop, 1989). However, one will find that Africa 

also possessed patriarchal societies in which royalty and property was inherited 

patrilineally. Using the patriarchal/matriarchal dichotomy gives the impression that men 

had the most power while women exercised none or that women had the most power 

while men had very little. The only way to approach this issue is to determine what the 

conditions were on the ground in African societies. Fortunately, some of this work has 

been done and some of it is being done; my dissertation seeks to add to this discourse.  

Rational  

The principal aim of Africana Studies since its inception has been to provide an 

accurate history of Africa and African people (Karenga, 2002). At its origin in the 

1960’s, Africana Studies, variously called Black Studies, Afro-American Studies, and 

African American Studies, posed serious challenge to traditional Eurocentric disciplines. 

 In meeting its obligations to correct the historical and social record of Africans, 

the field of Africana Studies has done an exceptional job of creating space for discourse, 

establishing areas for innovative thinking, and researching issues that were once 

considered out of bounds. The record of the field has been significant and through its 

activism one can say that the area of Africana Studies has pushed other fields and 

disciplines to check their own curricula vitae. Nonetheless, there are areas that have been 

untouched by the general movement of Africana Studies that could foster a more liberal 

and open academy.  
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 Research in the field has concentrated on a variety of topics and themes. While 

some of the research has been on cultural and aesthetic issues, other scholarly work has 

been done on historical and social areas. What appears to be lacking, however, is 

attention to work dealing with comparative cultures. One rarely finds in the literature of 

Africana Studies comparative works dealing with various African cultures. For example, 

almost no dissertations have been written comparing African American themes to those 

of African Colombians or Jamaicans. Occasionally there are papers dealing with 

Brazilian and South African issues as they relate to African Americans, but these are not 

numerous although published in the journals. So this condition raises a number of 

problems and issues that must be looked at from a research perspective. Among the 

themes that come to mind are locations, attitudes, sense of agency, and orientation of 

Africans in cultures other than the American context. Of course, one could argue that we 

have not even had a discussion of the American problem of intra-Africanity. This is not 

the subject of my work, however.  

 Another factor that provides us with a challenge is the lack of research regarding 

women in Africana Studies. Certainly there has been some important scholarship done in 

this area such as the work by Filomena Steady (1981; 1996; 2005) and Nah Dove (1998). 

In doing this type of research they have opened up an entirely new field of thinking. It is 

my intention to see if I can work in the same light with a dissertation that focuses on 

comparing ancient Egyptian women and Igbo women in an effort to achieve more 

understanding about continuity and discontinuity in African culture and thought. While I 

am not sure what awaits the end of this research the front part of the question is already 

one that deserves lots of consideration.  
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Purpose of Study 

This study seeks to demonstrate how women in two societies, Ancient Egypt and 

Igbo society, accessed political power. Specifically, this study compares and contrasts 

women’s political roles in Ancient Egyptian culture and Igbo culture along key themes: 

motherhood, political leadership and spiritual authority. Motherhood, as a source of 

power for women will be analyzed in Igboland and Kemet in order to determine its 

significance to the political and social philosophy of the state. Women’s acquisition of 

positions within the political realm will be measured based on their ability to influence 

and dictate state policies on behalf of their personal interest and the well-being of the 

entire community. Women’s use of spiritual authority will focus specifically on women’s 

ritualized positions and the influences that such positions had on their ability to affect the 

political order. Additionally, this research will outline the importance of the female 

principle within both Ancient Egypt and Igbo worldviews and its implications for the 

spiritual political governing of the state.  

The women of Ancient Kemet are a point of interest because their society 

represents the classical standard in African history and it is one of the oldest African 

civilizations. I will concentrate my work in Ancient Egypt on a specific period, the New 

Kingdom, beginning with the 18
th

 dynasty and ending at the 20
th

 dynasty. Diop stated that 

the “history of Black Africa will remain suspended in air and cannot be written correctly 

until Africa historians dare to connect it with the history of Egypt” (p. xiv). He further 

suggested that a cultural link existed between African societies (1974). He created of list 

of similarities that he found to be most prominent in Africa, one of which being 

matriarchy. Monges defines matriarchy as “descent traced through matrilineal kinship, a 
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close relationship between mother and child; economic and political power of women” 

(1997, p134). Although this definition is very board, it includes a key element that tend to 

be overlooked in the analysis of defining African women’s power-that being motherhood. 

With the essential inclusion of motherhood, I have defined matriarchy in these terms: the 

central role of the mother in the social and political function of societal structures, the 

political positions occupied by women that inform the decisions of the state and the 

inclusion of female principles within the religious-political order of the nation.   

Igbo women were chosen for this study due to their historical resistance, namely 

in the 1929 Women’s War which involved the organized efforts of thousands of Igbo 

women who revolted against British rule and sought to reclaim power that they once 

possessed prior to British invasion. This study will examine the political power that Igbo 

women exercised before colonialism. The time frame that this dissertation is most 

interested in studying as it relates to Igbo women is any history before 1900’s which 

marked the start of European invasion. Since there are limited sources on Igbo women 

that concentrate on one particular era before European colonialism, this research will 

investigate information from a 500 year span. Diop argued that societies in Africa were 

culturally linked and scholars needed to do the research to reconnect Africa to its 

classical African past, Ancient Egypt. My research attempts to answer the charge given 

by Diop through comparing how women in Ancient Egypt and Igboland accessed 

political power. Matriarchy, as a critical framework will be used to illuminate the foci of 

women’s power and influence in Ancient Egypt and Igboland. This study will investigate 

the ways that Kemetic and Igbo women accessed political power via spiritual authority, 

political leadership and motherhood. Any aspects of matriarchy gathered from either 
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society will be further analyzed in order to locate the differences and similarities in how 

women accessed political power and to determine if a cultural thread exist between the 

two societies in regards to the spiritual, political, and social position of women. 

Research Questions 

My research will attempt to answer the following research questions:  

1. How did women use spiritual authority, political leadership and motherhood in 

Ancient Egypt to access political power? 

2. How did women in Igboland use spiritual authority, political leadership and 

motherhood to access political power?  

3. How is matriarchy expressed differently in Kemet and Igbo society?  

4. How is matriarchy expressed similarly in Kemet and Igbo society? 

5. Can any connections be drawn between the two as it relates to how each balanced 

power between men and women?  

6. Does the evidence support a cultural link in the worldviews of the Ancient 

Egyptians and the Igbo as it relates to the importance placed on the position of 

women in the political structure?   

   

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 This chapter will examine four bodies of literature that relate to the study in 

question. First, I will analyze comparative studies conducted on African societies which 

speak to the cultural connections that exist throughout Africa. The second body of 

literature that will be reviewed is research that discusses the role of African women 

throughout African history which will provide a broader perspective of how African 

women utilize agency in various parts of Africa. The third and fourth bodies of literatures 

that will be analyzed are research conducted on women of Ancient Egypt and pre-

colonial Igboland, respectively.  

Comparative Studies on African Societies 

There have been a few studies published that demonstrate the cultural links that 

exist between Ancient Egypt and other parts of Africa. Such studies not only demonstrate 

the true origins of Kemet through reconnected it to Africa but we also gather a deeper 

understanding of different aspects of the African worldview. One of the first studies to 

discuss the root of the cultural continuity that is present in Africa was Chiekh Anta Diop.  

    Chiekh Anta Diop, in The Cultural Unity of Black Africa: The Domains of 

Matriarchy & of Patriarchy in Classical Antiquity outlines the premise of his two cradle 

theory that attempts to explain the roots of the different ideologies that come from Europe 

and Africa which had implications for how women were treated. He argues that due to 

environmental and geographical factors, Europe located in the Northern cradle possessed 

patriarchal societies that were aggressive and oppressive towards women while Africa 

possessed matriarchal societies where women played essential roles in leadership 
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positions, lineage inheritance, and child rearing. Diop stresses the importance of 

mothering in the stability of ancient African societies. He contends:  

the participation of the father in the conception of a child is not at all in 

doubt, nor is one unaware of it, but that it is secondary and less operative 

than that of the mother. While it is known that the father does supply 

something, the identity of the child and the mother is a matter of 

conviction (34).  

 

It is through matriarchy that parts of Africa are interconnected, particularly Ancient 

Egypt to the rest of Africa. Diop analyzes the historical structures located in Ethiopia, 

Ancient Egypt, Libya and the rest of Africa which he refers to as “Black Africa.”  He 

concludes that “the matriarchal regime existed generally in Africa, in ancient time as well 

as at the present day” as compared to European nations that did not have such a political 

structure (1989, p 63). To the researcher interesting in doing comparative studies in 

African culture, he poses that following question: “Is the comparison between Black 

Africa of today and Ancient Egypt historically accurate (1989, p166)?” Diop contends 

that due to the “relatively static character of African society,” it is reasonable to analyze 

and compare African cultures that existed in two different historical time periods (1989, 

p169). He reasons that Africa has not experienced many structural changes over the last 

millennium because it has witnessed little to no internal conflict between classes. He 

further contends that “the caste system which governs African society conserves its 

structure and sets itself against internal upheaval, and that it allows us today to compare, 

on many points, the body concerning African and Egyptian facts” (1989, p166).  Unlike 

Diop, it is my contention that Africa is not static but has changed over time due to 

internal and external forces. However, there are some deep rooted cultural beliefs that 

have remained intact for centuries within Africa, although expressed differently over time 
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which are worthy of exploring. This research will examine how women expressed their 

political agency over time by examining two societies from two different time periods in 

attempt to locate cultural similarities and differences. 

Diama Clark, in the essay “Similarities between Egyptian and Dogon Perception 

of Man, God and Nature,” discusses ideas that can be found among the Dogon which are 

rooted in the Kemetic Worldview. Clark contends that “the Dogon share perception very 

similar to the Egyptians, despite their temporal separation of several millenniums” and 

the large geographical space that exist between the two (1986, p 119). Clark discusses 

Dogon and Kemetic recollections of the origins of metallurgy which both attribute to a 

deity. The Kemites theorized that iron making was introduced by the god Heru while the 

Dogon contends that it was their 7
th

 Nummo Ancestor, Ogotemmeli. Clark asserts that the 

process of iron smiting is such an ancient African tradition that it is difficult to locate its 

exact location which is “why the role of the Blacksmith in African history has been 

mythologized” (1986, p122). Clark research also reveals a connection between Kemetic 

and Dogon perceptions on totemism, rite of passage and the importance of the ancestors 

in the daily lives of the living.  

Other scholars have made significant connections between Ancient Egypt and 

West African cultures, particularly the Igbo, such as Jonathan Olumide Lucus who 

published his findings in Religions in West Africa and Ancient Egypt. Olumide argues 

that Ancient Egyptian religion has influenced many West African religions in Ghana, 

Togoland, Dahomey and Southern Nigeria. In the case of southern Nigeria, the Yoruba 

and the Igbo were discussed as having spiritual concepts that he contended existed in 
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some form in Ancient Egypt which suggest that Ancient Egyptians played a role in the 

formation of West African spirituality.  

Eva R. Meyerowitz, in her study published in Divine kingship in Ghana and 

Ancient Egypt, makes connections between the political-spiritual function found among 

the Kemites and the Akan. She analyses various aspects of divine kingship which are 

similar in both societies such as the source of power through which the ruler gains 

legitimacy. For example, the ruler of Akan and Ancient Egypt were associated with a 

religious cult that was created to “give greater divinity to the king and to prove his status 

as the begetter of children” (1960, p102). She also found cultural links between the two 

societies in regards to the notion of death, kings’ rituals, rejuvenation ceremonies and 

royal succession which linked the philosophical underpinnings of both kingdoms. In this 

line of reasoning, my dissertation seeks to not only locate common behaviors but also to 

pinpoint similar metaphysical beliefs that serve as the foundation for the cultural 

constructs.  

 Miriam Monges’s comparative study on Kush and Kemet is the first detailed 

study to use an Afrocentric methodological framework to locate the cultural continuity 

that existed between the two societies.  Her research, first written for her dissertation, was 

published under the title Kush: The Jewel of Nubia: Reconnecting the Root System of 

African Civilization.  In attempt to reconnect Nubia to Ancient Egypt, she analyzes three 

commonalities found in Africa which were originally proposed by Diop: divine kingship, 

matriarchy and totemism. In her discussion of matriarchy, she found that like Ancient 

Egypt, women in Kush maintained powerful roles in their society. Monges contends:  
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Women had power. Females passed down the legitimacy of kingship 

though their womb; prepared their sons for kingship; led battles; 

negotiated with rulers; conquered enemies; ruled the nation; and 

controlled large religious organizations. We can grasp the importance of 

their position when we see that their sons would not be coronated until 

their mothers arrived. Females in Kush can be credited with elevating a 

notable culture (1997, p152-153). 

 

Monges research is pertinent to this dissertation because it was one of the first studies to 

address Diop’s theory that claims a cultural link exists between Ancient Egypt and the 

rest of Africa. Secondly, she provides a detailed analysis of the matriarchal structure in 

Kush which she concludes connected Kemet and Kush culturally. Monges analyzes three 

commonalities; however, this dissertation will only critically analyze how matriarchy 

manifested in Ancient Egypt and in Igboland.  

African women in African history 

Scholars have argued that men and women co-existed as harmonious units within 

African societies which have been referred to as complementary relationships between 

men and women (Hudson-Weems; 1993, Marimba Ani; 1994). In such social 

arrangements, the role of men and women were equally important to the operation of a 

given community. This section will briefly outline the histories written on the political 

position of African women in various parts of Africa. The goal is to place this 

dissertation’s research on Kemetic and Igbo women in the proper historical context by 

engaging works done on women from other African civilizations.   

In Tolagbe Ogunleye’s essay, “Women in Ancient West Africa,” he discusses 

how women were integral to the development of their communities: 
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…ancient West African societies, relations between women and men 

seems to have been complementary, and the interdependency and 

cooperation between the sexes seem to have been supported by sacred 

principles and secular laws. The expertise, creative, and industriousness of 

women, highborn and common alike, were indispensable to West Africa’s 

growth and development (Ogunleye, p193). 

 

He argues that the high value placed on female deities in African religion was the root of 

how African women maintained powerful positions in their respective societies. Female 

deities were worshiped and revered in the same way as male deities. Among the Ga of 

Ghana, their supreme God was referred to as mother and father and according to 

Ogunleye, only after European invasion has the masculine element become more 

dominant. He also discusses the impact of Arabic invasion on West African societies. He 

contends that matrilineal and matriarchal structures were defended by African men who 

understood the importance of both sexes having an integral part in the descent lines. 

However with the imposition of Islam, most female-centered structures were replaced 

with male governing structures. Both Arabic and European invasions were responsible 

for African women being maneuvered from their traditional positions of power. 

In the essay, “Women in Nigeria History,” Adele Afigbo discusses the role that 

African women occupied in pre-colonial and colonial Nigeria. He challenges the notion 

that women were greatly oppressed prior to European invasion as compared to women’s 

role during European imposition. He states that:  

What little evidence we have on their role would appear to suggest that 

whatever women’s limitations were in traditional society, Nigerian women 

still had the scope and the ability to play vital social, political and 

economic roles like women in any other society—African or European. 

When therefore we talk of Christianity and European rule improving the 

lot of Nigerian or African women, we should know precisely what we are 

saying. We should at least be clear in our minds that we are not saying that 
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before the coming of European rule our women were the hapless and 

helpless slaves of their men folk (p20). 

 

He cites examples of women in rulership positions such as the reign of Amina of Zaria, 

who ruled over the Hausa. He suggests that such an assignment given to a woman 

challenges the assumption that sexist notions towards women existed in Hausa culture. 

He further contends that we must avoid using the “masculine super-ordination/feminine-

subordination paradigm” to analyze African history but rather move towards one that can 

address the different but equally important roles that men and women played. Afigbo 

further contends that it is necessary to understand that there were elite men and women 

who employed more power than non-elite men and women (Afigbo, 2010). For example, 

in Nigeria, royal women were included in politics in which they were able to make 

decisions and serve as the eyes and ears for the king. Women within the royal family 

possessed more power over the affairs of the state than non-elite individuals. However, 

non-royal women were able to participate in political matters of their communities 

through women’s organizations where they brought their issues to the governing officials. 

He also discusses how women played a leading role in economic activities such as 

agriculture and trade. They manufactured goods and sold them within their community. 

Men and women had specific trading activities; men were concentrated in long distant 

trading while women monopolized local trading. Additionally, he argues that women 

were most likely responsible for the transference of various cultural techniques to other 

ethnic groups since they were more likely than men to marry outside their community. 

Afigbo further explains how British rule changed the role of women in Nigerian societies. 

Some women occupied positions of power within the colonial system while other women 
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contested, protested, and led anti-colonial resistance movements which subsequently led 

to Nigeria’s independence.  

Oyeronke Oyewumi, in The Invention of Women, also makes similar claims to 

Afigbo.  She asserts that only until the introduction of Christianity along with the 

infiltration of European colonists did the power of African women diminished which 

created male dominated arenas that had not been previously present. She explains that 

due to colonialism, African men were preferred over African women to receive a western 

education because European colonialists used them to work in their interest. Some 

African men were educated under the European colonial system and placed in positions 

of power while African women were excluded. Her research explores gender in Yoruba 

society before European invasion. She states that Yoruba society was not divided into the 

social constructed western categories, man and woman, but rather age differences. A 

person of the community therefore was giving deference according to their age 

irrespective of their biological anatomy. Another unit of analysis that afforded individuals 

different treatment was their connection to the lineage. A person who was born outside 

the lineage but married into the community would be viewed differently and therefore 

would be given different responsibilities from the members of the lineage.  Another 

misconception is the idea that African people made gender distinctions within labor or 

trade. She argues that women were not relegated to any particular type of work because 

of their gender unlike white women who have historical dealt with such issues. Clearly 

Yoruba society did not use gender as tool to restrict the agency of women.  

Sandra T. Barnes, in her essay “Gender and the Politics of Support and Protection 

in Precolonial West Africa,” contends that some scholars have depicted women in 
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African history as passive objects in the ruling class whose presence was characterized 

merely as symbolic representations rather than active political positions. She attributes 

such narrow interpretations to their perceptions of women rooted in Western thought. She 

states:  

Much of the problem stemmed from the unquestioning acceptance of 

Western theoretical conventions that objectified women and therefore 

assumed them to be, and treated them a priori as objects-objects of 

exchange and alliance-making, and, to raise another deeply embedded 

theme, objects over whom reproductive rights were held. Simultaneously, 

but inconsistently, men were treated as acting subjects-subjects who 

negotiated alliances, and exercised rights over others (1997, p 4).  

 

However, Barnes research challenges early assumptions that placed women as objects in 

history. She investigates the role Queen Mothers and other royal women within the 

political realm in Lagos in the early 1800’s.  She found that women played key roles in 

protecting male rulers that had been exiled and helping men to reestablish a power base. 

Between the years 1816 and 1853, six rulers were exiled and five of them sought refuge 

in the homes of their mothers. One woman named Tinubu was very influential during the 

exile of her husband. During his exile, he married Tinubu and she began to make serious 

political moves. She developed a strong trading network that became a dominant force in 

that region. With her efforts, her husband Adele was able to reclaim the throne, however 

he died shortly after. In order to maintain power, Tinubu strategically helped her brother-

in-law become ruler. Barnes research has implications for my study because it depicts 

how women used various avenues to claim political power; in this case it was through 

marital alliances, economic wealth and influence. Barnes rightly argues that women must 

be seen as subjects rather than objects in African history.  
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Edna G. Bay, in her essay, “The Kpojito or “Queen Mother” of Precolonial 

Dahomey: Towards an Institutional History,” reveals the role of women in the Kpojito 

position. The Kpojito title translates in English as “the person who whelped the leopard” 

(Bay, p 27). The office of Kpojito was a political position held by women that worked 

with the King. The Kpojito was considered the female counterpart of the King. She 

further states the importance of the position: 

The office of kpojito of Dahomey…was one occupied by a nonroyal 

woman who had been part of the entourage of the previous monarch. All 

were linked in some way to their reign mates and were appointed to the 

office by the reigning king. Some kings, in fact, appear to have owned 

their very success in gaining power to their alliances with women within 

the palace (Bay, 1997, p27).  

 

Prominent women that occupied the office, such as Adonon and Hwanjile, were 

instrumental to reestablishing spiritual order that served as the King’s source of power. 

These women held a political position but they were also priestesses which gave them the 

spiritual authority to exert power over their community. She contends that two outside 

factors contributed to the decline of the kpojito power base: Europeans and the Yoruba. 

As Europeans observed the events of the Kings during the 1800’s, they argued that 

political matters were for men not women. Additionally, a priesthood that originated from 

the Yoruba called Fa which was exclusive to men became very popular in Dahomey. 

Bay’s research shows that women use spiritual means to retain political power that 

helped the ruling class retain power over the community.  

Biodun Adediran and Olukoya Ogen, in their work entitled “Women, Rituals, and 

Politics of Precolonial Yorubaland,” emphasizes the interconnectivity of spiritual 

authority and political power. Their research revealed that “even through womanhood in 
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pre-colonial Yorubaland was ritualized, women were, through their control of religious 

activities, able to influence political activities. In fact, religion and politics were 

inseparable simply because the religious role of Yoruba women reinforced their political 

status” (2011, p145). Their research focused on the political positions of women among 

several Yoruba speaking ethnic groups: the Ife, Oyo, Idaisa, Ondo and Ikale. It was found 

that the Yoruba experienced a time in history were women had a more dominant role in 

politics however their power declined during the 16
th

 century after some cultural and 

political restructuring occurred. The state structure transformed into a highly centralized 

government which relegated women’s source of political power to the palace. Women 

adapted to the changes and manage to secure power through the influence they possessed 

as wives and mothers. Women holding important positions such as priestesses or ‘Lady 

of Rank’ outnumbered male officials in the Oyo palace. Mothers of male leaders were 

responsible for ritual rites and the upkeep of major shires. Among the Idaisa, for every 

male ruler, there was a female counterpart that was referred to as ‘mother’ whose duties 

were to “ensure the well-being and proper functioning of their male counterparts” 

(Adediran and Ogen, 2011, p151). The female co-ruler was to be addressed before any 

decision was made by the male co-ruler. The political government was divided among 

men, the Jagun, and women, Ina-Jagun, that came together to create state policy.  The 

Idaisa’s political system was controlled equally by both women and men. Such an 

example is evidence of a complementary relationship between men and women.  

Another example of female organized political groups can be found among the 

Ibibio. Ihuoma F. Abaraonye’s essay, “Gender Relationships in Ibibio Traditional 

Organizations” outlines the prominent female-centered organizations that existed before 
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the advent of European invasion.  Adult women formed the organization, Iban Isong, 

which was “the mother and most powerful of all the women’s organizations in 

Ibibioland” (Abaraonye, 2011, p 167). They were a governing body that worked in a 

similar capacity to their male counterparts, the Ekpo Ndem Isong. The Iban Isong 

imposed sanctions on men and women offenders. When situations caused for drastic 

measures, the group of women changed their name to Iban Isong Esit, meaning “Hard-

heart, strong willed women” (2011, p167). In such cases, their actions were usually 

directly at men, however, their major objective was to protect the female population from 

“physical and verbal oppression from male or female members of the community” 

(Abaraonye, p168). The organization served to protect women but they did not 

discriminate due to the gender of the offender. She further stated that “A man reported his 

wife secretly to the Ekpo cult for discipline, and women reported their husbands who 

talked rudely about their sexual anatomy to the leaders of Iban Isong” (p168). The Ibibio 

political structure was dually operated by women and men who worked in the interest of 

both groups thus the entire community.  

In the study of Asante Queens Mothers, conducted by Beverly J Stoeltje, a similar 

example of shared political power between women and men was illuminated. In her 

essay, “Asante Queen Mothers: A Study in Female Authority,” Stoeltji discusses the role 

of women that occupied the position of Queen Mother among the Asante of Ghana. The 

Queen Mother was responsible for performing rituals with the King, pouring libations to 

recognize past rulers, attending funerals of royal family members, and settling disputes 

among women and men. Stoeltji found that what existed between the male rulers and 

Queen Mother was a “concept of gender parallelism in which leadership is dual” (1997, p 
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43). She further contends that duality or parallelism does not denote sameness or equality 

but rather each position complemented one another. In some cases, a woman would take 

the throne when the male successor was too young to rule or when she was the most 

qualified out of her male counterparts. Each position needed the other to be able to fulfill 

its intended function thus it is difficult to discuss one without the other. As such, she 

rightly opposes any discussion of the King that does not include an analysis of the office 

of the Queen Mother and its significance to the entire political structure. The Queen 

Mother was not the wife of the King; in fact, she possessed her own stool which signified 

her separate acquired power. The Queen Mother was a person that was of royal heritage 

and was in some form related to the King in office; however, less commonly she was his 

actual mother. Although she was not often the actual mother of the King, she was his 

mother and the mother of community symbolically, as explained by Stoeltji:  

The Ohemaa [Queen Mother] is considered to be the mother of the clan in 

her town and therefore the mother of the chief. As the mother of the clan 

she embodies knowledge and wisdom, and through her leadership she is 

expected to impart that wisdom to the chief and her people. This 

knowledge and wisdom, derived from the concept of mother, is what 

legitimates her authority and defines the functions of the queens mother 

(1997, p59).  

 

Mothering qualities therefore are seen as essential to the political structure of the state 

which is evidence of the high value placed on motherhood.  

 The empire of Benin also viewed motherhood as important, particularly in the 

state’s political function. Flora Edouwaye S. Kaplan discusses in her essay entitled, 

“Iyoba, the Queen Mother of Benin: Images and Ambiguity in Gender and Sex Roles in 

Court Art,” that European colonialization of Benin in 1897, caused a disruption to the 

political system of Queen Mother Rule. The last Queen Mother to take the throne was in 
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1888 to 1897, although in recent years a Queen Mother was crowned in 1981. In Benin, a 

mother and son ruled together over the state. The mother occupied the office of Queen 

Mother and the son was the king. One of most prominent mother and son duos, and 

possible the first, to hold office was Iyoba (Queen Mother) Idia and Oba (King) Esigie, 

from 1504 to 1550. Idia was given the title Iyoba by her son for being such a fierce 

protector of him and their dominion during a war battle. Kaplan further explains how the 

position of Iyoba materialized in the culture:  

The Iyoba is quintessential woman in Benin, embodying the virtues and 

accomplishments desired among women, generally, in society. She, like 

other women, is part of a polygynous household in which relations 

between wives are competitive. It is not known who will bear the first son 

and future heir, although the wife and the favorites are most likely to 

conceive. Nonetheless, Benins do not view this event as accidental. They 

believe an Iyoba is “chosen,” predestined for her role even before she was 

born, and that her success in bringing forth the next Oba is a result of both 

destiny and individual ability. Her special role is recognized through her 

son, and recorded for posterity in the court art of Benin.  

 

All women in Benin were able to become the wife of an Oba. He could theoretically have 

as many wives as he desired thus extended the opportunity to many women to potentially 

become the next Iyoba. The wives that became Queen Mothers were buried in a special 

place next to the Oba while others were even remembered in oral history. Kaplan 

explains that one of the major goals of women and men after death was to be remembered 

as a good person. Only good people received proper burials which was the only way to 

become an ancestor. Among common people, art was displayed to represent the person’s 

individual achievement and familial legacy. Among the ruling class, family shrines 

represented all the Edo peoples as a community and specifically it ensured the 

“continuity of the state” (p100). She further argues that the shrine of the Iyoba 
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“acknowledges the power of all women in ensuring the continuity of the family” (p100). 

Therefore, “the Mother” in the form of a politicized position was essential to the political 

function of state which is illuminated in the spiritual ritual tradition.  

Annie Lebeuf research on “The Role of Women in the Political Organization of 

African Societies” found that mothers and often sisters or wives of the king were 

essential in the state’s political formation. Her research surveys several different African 

political structures such as the Chamba, the Ashanti, the Bemba, the Kabaka, the Ankole, 

and the Fulani among others. She discusses one example from the Lovedu of the North 

Eastern Transvaal in which women possessed complete sovereignty as sole rulers. The 

Queen was highly respected for her spiritual authority over the elements such as 

controlling the rains. She had a council of women called the “mothers of the kingdom” 

that assisted her; acting as intermediaries between the state and local governing bodies 

(Lebeuf, 1971, p99). The political system of the Lovedu evidently was successful since it 

spread to neighboring groups such as the Khaha and the Mamaila. However, in her 

survey of women’s political power she found that women were less commonly supreme 

rulers but rather they usually worked in concert with male rulers. In regards to the 

political position held by African women, she concluded the following:  

It seldom occurs that a woman is invested with supreme sovereignty, 

occupying an isolated position at the summit of the social hierarchy; but 

on the other hand, in most of the monarchical systems there are either one 

or two women of the highest rank who a par with that of the king or 

complementary to it.  

 

For example, among the Swazi, the king’s mother called Indlovukati had equal power 

with her son in the state government. She was seen as the “Elephant, the Earth, the 

Beautiful, the Mother of the Country” while the king was seen as the “Lion, the Sun, the 
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Great Wild Animal” (p100). Among the Bamileke of Cameroon, the mother, called the 

Mafo ruled alongside her son, the Fong. The Mafo is seen by the entire community as 

“being equivalent to the chief himself” (p100). Among the Kabaka and Ankole, the king 

is assisted by his mother and sister; some cases his wife, which she identifies as triad 

governance. Her research is invaluable to accurately rewriting the historiography of 

Africa; because it shows the continuity that exist between many African countries as it 

relates to their political philosophy on the importance of men and women shared 

involvement in the political realm.   

The dominant presence of women in the political realm within African states has 

led some western scholars to question the depth of their actual power. Some have 

apparently assumed that senior women’s political positions in relation to the king were 

simply symbolic or honorable. John Thorntom challenges such a premise with his 

research on Kongo women during the sixteenth and seventeenth century. In the essay 

“Elite Women in the Kingdom of Kongo: Historical Perspective on Women’s Political 

Power”, Thornton reveals that women were able to exercise political agency by 

influencing male family members in positions of power. However, after a major civil war 

that took place during 1665, women began to occupy political positions in which they 

exercised power in their own right. Similarly, Tarikhu Farar’s study of African women 

political power, presents evidence that women were not objects but in fact they 

effectively exercised agency within politics. Farar argues that scholars have incorrectly 

dismissed that there were societies in Africa in which “women possessed “real” political 

authority-authority that gave them power over the lives of men” (1997, p582). Farar’s 

work, entitled “The Queenmother, Matriarchy, and the Question of Female Political 
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Authority in Precolonial West African Monarchy” discusses the organization and roles of 

women in the political system. He contends that among the Akan, the Queen mother 

“wielded true political power and could, under certain conditions, assume full control of 

central authority: she could become the “king”, the omanhene” (1997, p583).  

It is beyond erroneous to declare that African women were merely objects 

controlled by African men. It is not simply dishonest but it gravely distorts the African 

historiography which leaves the impression that Africa was a mirror image of other 

societies that relegated women to inferior beings. As is relates to African women, the 

history strongly suggest otherwise. The literature shows that African women positions as 

mothers were integral to the political ideology of how a given society governed their 

state. Such women also were expected to possessed spiritual powers or spiritual authority 

which was used for various purposes ranging from political to economic. This historical 

overview of Africa women’s political authority will inform the topic of this dissertation 

because it provides a historical context for analyzing Kemet and Igbo women’s roles in 

the political process therefore centering the research within the proper framework-the 

African Worldview.   

Women in Ancient Egypt History 

Daughters of Isis: Women of Ancient Egypt, by Joyce Tyldesley, a detailed history 

of the lives of women in Ancient Egypt discusses marriage, female kings, royal wives, 

religious life, work among other topics. She analyzes the images of women in paintings, 

sculpture, and literature to articulate the meaning of Ancient Egyptian womanhood. She 

determined that women played a secondary role to their husband. On the other hand, she 

contends that women and men were treated equally under Egyptian law. She states:  
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Unfortunately, no Egyptian book of laws has survived. However, 

there is enough evidence in the form of court documents and legal 

correspondence to show that, in theory at least, the men and 

women within each social class stood as equals in the eyes of the 

law. This equality gave the Dynastic Egyptian woman, married or 

single, the right to inherit, purchase and sell property and slaves as 

she wished. She was able to make a valid legal, contract, borrow or 

lend goods and even initiate a court case (Tyldesley, 37).  

 

Women were treated in the same ways as men in law, which perhaps is a peculiar concept 

today, but it seemed to be the norm in Ancient Egypt. If this is the case in law, is it 

possible that Tyldesley could have drawn inaccurate conclusions about women playing a 

secondary role simply because they were depicted smaller or behind their husbands?  In 

the essay, “Some Images of women in New Kingdom Art,” Gay Robins challenges those 

Egyptologist who are haste to draw conclusions about the role of women from 

inscriptions. She argues that many of the images were produced by men whom focused 

on the activities of upper classes. As a consequence, the perspectives of women were not 

depicted on the walls. Additionally, certain images coupled with other written sources 

often produced contradictory results. For example Robin states:  

            One can contrast the impression given by the tomb art that trapping 

birds is a male occupation with one of the poems from Papyrus 

Harris 500 where it is clearly a girl who traps birds. It is, therefore, 

important to understand why and for whom particular types of 

material were created before drawing on them as evidence. Little 

from ancient Egypt can be taken at face value, and the dominance 

of men in the creation of monuments and the writing of texts 

means that artistic and literary evidence concerning women needs 

extreme care in its interpretation (Robin, p105, 1993).  

 

The iconography of ancient Kemetic women is not a focal point in this study; however, I 

will explore how scholars have determined women’s positions or authority based on 

images. It seems that it also becomes important to proclaim the Blackness and the 
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African origin of ancient Egypt. Although this will not be a main focus in my study it will 

be highlighted so that the position of researcher is understood. Similarly, Tyldesley 

clearly states her own position in which she challenges the notion that Ancient Egypt was 

an African civilization. She argues that “some women were depicted with a black skin, 

but this did not necessarily imply a Negriod origin. Black, the colour of the fertile 

Egyptian soil, symbolized regeneration and was therefore used to indicate those awaiting 

rebirth in the Afterlife” (p 25).  Her logic is guided by Eurocentric thinking which leads 

her to deny the African roots of the people whose history she is detailing. It also fails to 

recognize cultural connections that exist between Ancient Egypt and other Nile Valley 

civilizations which could help to explain the meanings behind Egyptian art.  

Barbara Lesko, in her book The Remarkable Women of Ancient Egypt is quite 

clear on the African origin of Ancient Egypt where she compares Ancient Egyptian 

cultural artifacts to that of other African societies. She discusses the graves of women 

that existed before the Dynastic period and contends that 

It is tempting to see in such graves and in their ceramic pottery’s 

decoration (depicting large females accompanied by smaller female and 

male figures) a dominating leadership role, whether political or religious, 

for women in prehistoric Egypt. This is a factor well known from African 

societies of later periods, and Egypt was an African culture. Therefore, we 

should not expect Egypt’s most ancient periods to reflect patterns of 

culture in the ancient Near Eastern or Aegean worlds (Lesko, p 3).  

 

Lesko’s acknowledgment of Ancient Egypt as an African society allowed her to 

place its history in the context of the rest of African history where she could draw 

conclusions that were aligned with the African worldview. Her book focuses 

primarily on the role of women in upper and middle classes of Ancient Egypt. She 

argues that Queens were able to reign as regents if their husband died before an 
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heir could take his place. She further contends that the source of power that 

Queens maintained over their society could be possibly found in Ancient 

Egyptian mythology where goddesses received admiration and adoration. In the 

essay “African Goddesses: Mother of Civilization,” Runoko Rashidi discusses the 

influence and power that goddesses Neith, Hathor, and Isis possessed over 

Ancient Egyptians. He argues that the importance of women and the female 

character was essential in Ancient Egypt. He states that the  “adoration of Neith, 

or more specifically, the elemental powers, forces and concepts she represented, is 

but one example, albeit an important one, of the tremendously high regard for the 

feminine character as found in both mortal woman and illustrious goddess” (p75). 

In order to fully understand the role of women it is imperative to identify the 

philosophical and spiritual apparatuses that women used to employ power and 

respect. This study will investigate the spiritual function of the societies in 

question to interpret women’s positions.  

 In the essay “Non-Royal Women and their occupations in Middle 

Kingdom,” William A. Ward focuses on the roles of the common women. He 

challenges Egyptologists who could not translate certain titles of women and 

automatically assumed them to be harems or concubines. He discussed recent research 

that reveals that such women actually held professional entertainment positions. 

Women and men held positions such as singers, dancers, and musicians during the Old 

Kingdom and Intermediate period, however, during the Middle Kingdom such positions 

were held predominately by men. He contends that on average, women worked inside 

buildings while men preformed outside labor. According Ward, although women did 
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work outside the home, their prominent roles were as wives and mothers. However, he 

did not provide an analysis of women’s role as mothers.  

 Motherhood was discussed by Zahi Hawass, in the book Silent Images: 

Women in Pharaonic Egypt as the most important role that women could embody. 

Women also prayed to deities that were associated with fertility and addition to asking 

their ancestors to bless them with children. Since procreation was essential in Ancient 

Egyptian society, marriage was also very important and its main purpose was to build a 

family. Women with the most children received higher status than those with fewer 

children. Hawass analysis of Kemetic women role in society also expands to other areas 

which include ruling queens, royal women, marriage, love, and work. Hawass contends 

that women’s role in the political structure as Queens complemented the King’s 

position. He further argues that Kemetic royal women, namely the King’s mother, 

principal wife and sometimes daughter represented the female principle which balanced 

with the King authority.   

 Lana Troy expands further on this theory in her essay “She for Whom All 

That is Said Is Done: The Ancient Egyptian Queen,” by contending that kingship in 

Kemet is best understood as “a spectrum with masculine and feminine poles” (2003, 

p113). She continues by stating “unity, the source of maintaining and regenerating the 

cosmos, was only possible when both poles were incorporated into authority of the 

kingship” therefore recognizing the spiritual function of the Queen that was her root 

power source in relation to the King (2003, p113). Gay Robins asserts in her study, 

Women in Ancient Egypt, that “Royal women had access to the ultimate power source 

in Egypt, the king, and a weak ruler might be controlled by a strong wife or mother” 
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(1993, p20). Robins recognized the ritual role of both the King’s mother and principal 

wife but did not access how such roles equated to political power. The study done by 

Barbara Watterson in Women in Ancient Egypt discusses the various aspects of 

women’s roles including women in political positions. Watterson discussion includes 

royal Queens, Female Kings and the ‘God’s Wife’ position. Although Watterson 

recognizes the power that women held in the office of ‘God’s Wife,’ she diminishes 

their significance by asserting that they only held power in the Theban area. 

Additionally, she concludes that “royal women exerted influence only through or upon 

their husbands and sons” which furthered disregarded their political position. Carolyn 

Graves-Brown, in Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt, challenges the notion 

that royal women were not as important as the King, in her assertion that “although 

kinship, that is, the holding of supreme power, was essentially masculine, it is 

impossible to discuss Egyptian divine kingship without discussing women” since “the 

king could not rule without a female counterpart” (2010, p130).  

 In support of women’s essential role in Kemet’s political system, Ife 

Jogunosimi states in “The Royal Women in Ancient Egypt” that “while the Pharaoh, a 

male sovereign, was the personification of divine authority, it was the Queen, a female 

who was the recognized transmitter of sovereignty” (1986, p33). Jogunosimi places 

Kemetic women in the context of the historical legacy of Africa which has given 

women the platform to be leaders in their own right. She discusses the role of the 

mother to the king or the Queen Mother in the political process. Her study shows that 

the Queen was “the normal choice for ruling regent when the Pharaoh dies before the 

heir has reached the age of maturity” (1986, p39). Although she did not provide a 
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critical assessment of the role of the mother within kingship, her analysis is one of few 

that recognizes the important political position held by mothers in Kemet’s state 

structure.  

Women in Igbo History 

The study of the role of Igbo women historically have been conducted by 

Europeans and due to their Eurocentric perspective, they have come to distorted 

conclusions about African women and their society. Sylvia Leith-Ross, in her book 

African Women: A Study of the Ibo Nigeria, aims to depict the many aspects of life for 

Igbo women in the early 1900’s after the Women riots of 1929. Leith-Ross discussion of 

the Igbo women is characterized by Eurocentric notions of Africans which can be seen in 

her language choice. She identifies Igbo woman as “primitive women” and refers to their 

religion as “pagan.” Clearly, Leith-Ross positions herself as superior to the Igbo women 

she is studying. However, some of her observational findings of Igbo women are useful 

in understanding how women made changes in their communities and the various duties 

they filled. As it relates to grooming, she states that “hairdressing and the shaving of the 

hair into patterns on the heads of young children” (1965, p95) were the work of women.  

She highlights the political activities of women’s traditional organizations as well as 

sectors of Igbo society that were influenced by colonialism which affected the roles of 

women. Nonetheless, European interpretations of African life are limited and must be 

reanalyzed from an Afrocentric perspective that situates the African as subject rather than 

as the spectacle.  

Women were able to access power traditionally designated for men. Ifi 

Amadiume explains in her book, Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in 
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an African Society, the flexible roles that women possessed in pre-colonial Igbo societies. 

For example, some daughters were defined as quasi-males in order to inherit the power of 

their fathers. “Male Daughters” were daughters who had been accorded the status of sons 

to enable them to continue their father’s line of descent. She highlights that within the 

Igbo language there are few linguistic gender distinctions which allows for women and 

men to share similar attributes or fill roles that in western society would be divided 

according to gender. Amadiume contends that the Igbo “gender system of few gender 

distinction makes it possible to conceptualize certain social roles as separate from sex and 

gender, hence the possibility for either sex to fill the role” (1987, p90).  For Example, 

Dibuno is the titled given to the family head.  The Di prefix translates in English as 

mastery or specialist. Onye be is the genderless expression for a person who belongs to 

the home of the one who is the master of the home. The Igbo language uses non-

distinctive subject pronouns, for example Ya is the Igbo word for his or her, “O” is the 

Igbo word for he, she, or it while Nya translates to him or her. Women could occupy the 

master role, dibuno, and men could occupy the domestic role (Amadiume, 1987). The 

dibuno may have been held mostly by men and the onye be mostly by women, however, 

restrictions were not placed on the two genders which are evident in Igbo’s language 

flexibility.  

In the essay “Women in Nigerian History: from Borno Empire, Nupeland and 

Igboland,” Halima D. Mohammed explains how the source of power for Igbo women 

were largely held in the political institutions created by women. She states:  

These institutions express women’s disapproval and secure their demands 

by collective public demonstration and through group strikes. The 

gatherings that appear to have performed the major role in self-rule among 
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women and that articulated women interests, as opposed to those of men, 

were the lineage-wide or village-wide gatherings of all wives.  

 

Such institutions were discussed by Judith Van Allen in her essay, “Sitting on a Man”: 

Colonialism and the Lost Political Institutions of Igbo Women.”  As Allen explains, 

Westernization, or better put, British invasion into Nigeria decreased Igbo women’s 

access to traditional avenues of political power. Allen argues that “westernization” was 

“an unmixed blessing” which had its advantages and disadvantages. She contends that: 

In the conventional wisdom, western influence has “emancipated” African 

women- through the weakening of kinship bonds and the provision of 

“free choice” in Christian monogamous marriage, the suppression of 

“barbarous” practices, the opening of schools, the introduction of modern 

medicine and hygiene, and, sometimes, of female suffrage (1972, p165).  

 

Allen’s perspective on European colonialism helping African women is deeply rooted in 

the Eurocentric view which grossly distorts the experience of Igbo women. However, her 

research on traditional women-centered systems of power is pertinent to understand Igbo 

women’s agency. Allen further argues that British colonial administrations destroyed 

Igbo women’s traditional power base. The British colonist did not see the importance of 

women being included in the political process therefore they were excluded from 

participated in the colonial government as well. According to Allen, Igbo women gained 

most of their strength through “the solidarity of women, as expressed in their own 

political institutional- their “meetings”…, their market networks, their kinship groups, 

and their right to use strikes, boycotts and force to effect their decisions” (1972, p165). 

After the British colonial government witnessed how much power women exercised, 

sanctions were created to decrease Igbo women’s ability to punish offenders on their own 

account but rather they would have to take their cases to court which was very expensive. 
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She contends that by “interfering with the traditional balance of power, the British 

effectively eliminated the women’s ability to protect their own interests and made them 

dependent upon men for protection against men” (1972, p178). Allen’s research discusses 

the importance of women’s political institutions to sustaining harmony within the 

community. She focuses on two time periods: before European invasion and during 

European colonialism. Her approach clearly shows that Igbo women’s political power 

decreased when the British invaded their land.  

Theodora Akachi Ezeigbo, in agreement with Allen, states that “the strength of 

Igbo women in the traditional society lay in their forming their own strong organizations” 

(1990, p150). Her essay, “Traditional Women’s institutions in Igbo society: Implications 

for the Igbo Female Writer,” examines how Igbo women were able to secure power 

within patriarchal societies. She argues that women accessed power through the “fluidity 

and certain ‘democratic’ ingredients embedded in Igbo socio-political systems, but also 

from the Igbo woman’s remarkable ability to manipulate and exploit the existing systems 

in her society to strengthen her position” (1990, p151). She contends that Igbo women 

gathered power via political and economic avenues such as through women-centered 

organizations formed by wives and daughters of the community and their market and 

trading exploits. Eziegbo challenges Igbo female literary writers such as Buchi Emecheta 

and Flora Nwapa to write about the positive aspects of female power in the past to inspire 

women to bring about change in their current situation. Furthermore, Emecheta proclaims 

that female writers need to use the Igbo past in their literature as example of how women 

historically yielded more power rather than focusing primarily on the disempowerment of 
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women. In addition to revealing the past, she argues that we must question if the current 

gender imbalance is prohibiting the progress of the nation as a whole.  

Gloria Chuku, in “Igbo Women and Political Participation in Nigeria, 1800’s-

2005,” also argues that the current gender imbalance in politics is not conducive to the 

“development of an enduring democracy in Igbo society and Nigeria in general” (2009, 

p103). Chuku questions the notion that Igbo women gained more power after Nigeria 

independence which has not been much more than the right to vote and token 

appointments. She argues that “while the pre-colonial era witnessed the involvement of 

women in important but largely complementary political activities, the colonial period 

brought about the marginalization or even erosion of female political power and authority 

in the region” (2009, p82). Her essay explores the ways in which Igbo women established 

political power. Igbo women had power over judicial matters concerning primarily 

women which gave them the authority to sanction and punished offenders. In certain 

parts of Igboland, a dual political system was enforced that was headed by a male and 

female monarch. Through political organizing, women yielded the greatest power. 

However, once Nigeria successfully reclaimed their country from colonial powers, they 

have remained “a gendered hierarchy that privileges men and marginalizes women” 

(2009, p103). Chuku contends that women political involvement was better during the 

pre-colonial period “in spite of its narrow arenas of participation” because it “guaranteed 

a degree of autonomy” and “ensured representation in the affairs of their kingdoms, mini-

states, and village communities” (2009, p103). Chuku, covering a span of Igbo women 

political participation from pre-colonial to post-colonial, was able to show how women 

power greatly decline. Therefore, she concludes that Igbo women accessed the most 
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political power prior to European colonialism, which brought with it male centered ruling 

bureaucracies.   

Egodi Uchendu contentions on Igbo women political participation before 

European colonialism is quite different from the aforementioned authors discussed. In the 

essay “Women, Power, and Political Institutions in Igboland,” Uchendu argues that 

within the Igbo worldview, male qualities and masculinity is seen as superior to female 

qualities and femininity. He examines women’s political power in comparsion to men’s 

political power and he concludes that women exercised some power but it was only over 

female activities while men exercised power over the entire community. He further states 

that women were excluded from gaining membership into important organizations such 

as masquerade cults which made women mere “spectators in the political field” (2005, 

p211). Additionally, men had greater access to gaining titles than women which also 

served to exclude women from various cults.  He concludes that women were able to 

access political power through women organizations but “men were the lead actors on the 

stage of politics” (2005, p212). Most importantly, he argues that men controlled the 

political realm which gave them the ability to articulate “patriarchal visions of the world” 

which dominated the Igbo worldview (2005, p212). It is therefore Uchendu perspective 

that Igbo women were in some way subordinate to Igbo men even when their political 

participation was at its prime. E. Unchedu mode of analysis seemed to be one that placed 

women and men in conflict with one another rather than as complements. This 

dissertation will locate and place Igbo women’ access to political power in its proper 

historical context without romanticizing their position. However, the goal is not to 

pinpoint their purported subornation but to highlight their agency.  
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Kamene Okonjo described the Igbo traditional political structure as being 

controlled by both women and men. In his essay, “The Dual- Sex Political System in 

Operation: Igbo Women and Community Politics in Midwestern Nigeria,” Okonjo 

contends that the Igbo historical situation has been greatly misrepresented: 

The existence of dual-sex systems in West Africa is particularly 

interesting because most West Africa societies are patrilineal and 

patrilocal. As elsewhere, men rule and dominate. Seeing this outwardly 

patriarchal framework, many observers concluded that the position of 

women in these societies was totally subordinate; as a result of their 

misconceptions, they produced a distorted picture of the “oppressive” 

African men and the “deprived” African women (p45).  

 

He explains that women and men were both active in the political function of the 

government. Both men and women were organized and were in charge of their own 

separate affairs. He gives the example of the Obi and Omu, the male and female 

monarchs that controlled the male portion and female portion of the community, 

respectively. He argues that in theory, the Obi or the King, was in charge of the entire 

community, however in practice, he maintained power over the men. Women made 

decisions for themselves through their organization called the otu umuada which was 

headed by the Omu, the mother of the society. Okonjo’s analysis of women’s political 

participation was strictly limited to the political realm. Although his work is extremely 

useful, this dissertation plans to extend the analysis of Igbo women’s political power to 

include the spiritual and social realm.  

Joseph Thererse Agbasiere, Women in Igbo Life and Thought, asserts that women 

in Igbo society “serve to maintain the balance and perpetuation of community” (2000, 

p163). She continues by arguing the umuada functioned in the social capacity to “break 

the patterns of violence, injustice, and humiliation inherit in society” (2000, p163). P.K 
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Uchendu contends that the otu umuada “intervened whenever the village constitution was 

violated and the imposed sanctions on offenders” which made the village elders do all 

they could to prevent confrontation with the politically organized group of women (1993, 

p24). He furthers states that Igbo women seen their access to political power as a right 

not a privilege. U. D Anyanwu makes similar conclusions in her analysis of Igbo women 

visibility in the political structure. Anyanwu argues in the essay “Gender Question in 

Igbo Politics” that positive ideas about women are expressed within the Igbo worldview 

such as the importance of the mother and female deities. Anyanwu contends that this 

created the platform for the appreciation of women’s input in society. In addition to the 

traditional women organizations and the office of Omu which displayed Igbo women’s 

political participation, Anyanwu adds that women were included on the council of elders 

giving them access to power in their community. Anyanwu also provides a brief analysis 

of women’s roles as mothers which “placed them in a unique position in the Igbo world 

as educators and [molders] of all children” (1993, p119). She argues that motherhood 

which left women in charge of the socialization over children allowed women to maintain 

a “lasting imprint” (2003, p119). Anyanwu does not clearly connect motherhood with 

political power for Igbo women; however she is one of few authors that have included it 

in the discussion of politics. This research will provide a lengthy discussion of 

motherhood which clearly connects it to political power for Igbo women.  

Nwando Achebe, in her book Farmers, Traders, Warriors, and Kings, discussed 

Igbo women in various realms of Igbo society. Her research shows that Igbo women 

possessed both political and spiritual authority. In spiritual authoritative positions, 

women were able to influence decisions made in their society. The female element was 
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also integral to the creation of medicines and deities that protected the community and 

“filling the spiritual, political, and sometimes economic needs” of the society (2005, 

p96). Achebe’s work reveals that women were very active in the political process, 

particularly protest activity which they accomplished through their organizations. She 

further argued that Igbo women gathered their source of power from both “the human 

political constituency” and “the spiritual political constituency” which were a part of the 

political realm (2005, p186). Achebe research is important in understanding the source of 

Igbo women’s agency which as she explains was link to both the spiritual and political 

realm. 

 In accordance with Achebe, this dissertation will discuss how spiritual and 

political forms of authority were interconnected which together allowed Igbo women to 

access political power in their society. However, this researcher will demonstrate that 

motherhood is also interconnected with aspects of spiritual authority and political 

leadership which served as an additional source of authority for women. Egyptologists, 

fail to provide a holistic interpretation of women political power in society. They tend 

to focus on various aspects without discussing how they are also interconnected. 

 My dissertation is different from prior work conducted on Igbo women and 

Kemetic women for several reasons: 1) it first attempts to locate women’s agency rather 

than see them as inferior to men,  2) it will discuss the interconnections of motherhood, 

spiritual authority and political leadership as essential to women’s political agency, 3) it 

will focus on traditional Igbo culture rather than the period after colonialism in order to 

provide a detailed analysis of women’s historical power, 4) it also will conduct a 
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comparative analysis of Igbo women  political power with Kemetic women to 

determine if a cultural link exists. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Afrocentricity  

This study finds its philosophical source in the idea that African people; African 

women in this case, must be examined from the standpoint of their own agency and 

centrality in their experiences. Afrocentricity is a philosophical perspective that maintains 

African people should operate from a sense of agency which places their cultural and 

historical realities and experiences at the center of their lives. Asante argues in his book, 

The Afrocentric Idea, that people of African descent must have agency. He states “an 

agent, in our terms, must mean a human being who is capable of acting independently in 

his or her own best interest” (2007, p 40). The lack of agency among Africans will result 

in our marginal position within our own story. We become the object rather than the 

subject in our own realities and thus our story is told from an outside perspective. Asante 

further argues that Africans who are operating from a Eurocentric perspective are 

dislocated. They are removed from their own cultural center which has been replaced 

with a Eurocentric understanding of who they are in the world. A ramification of African 

dislocation is Africans seeing themselves and their culture as inferior to Europeans.  

Asante states that a person’s psychological location is determined by weather they are 

dislocated or located (2007a). He contends that location is one’s psychological, cultural, 

historical or personal position in which they occupy at a given time. If a person is 

dislocated then they are operating from a marginal place or within the confinements that 

their oppressor has outlined. Afrocentricity seeks to liberate Africans from any form of 

domination that has occurred as a result of foreign invasion or enslavement so that we 
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can be located within our own cultural terms. The Afrocentric concept of freedom can be 

described as the freedom to develop as an African person, the freedom to act and speak 

our own cultural truth emancipated from the psychological impact of Eurocentrism. 

African agency and consciousness is essential to African liberation. The ability to 

exercise agency is the core of Afrocentricity.  

Locating African Women Agency  

Asante states that the discipline of Africology 

...recognizes gender as a substantial research issue in questions dealing 

with social, political, economic, cultural, or aesthetic problems. Since the 

liberation of women is not an act of charity but a fundamental part of the 

Afrocentric project, the researcher must be cognizant of sexist language, 

terminology, and perspectives. It is impossible for a scholar to deal 

effectively with either the cultural/aesthetic of the social/behavioral 

concentrations without attention to the historic impact and achievement of 

women within the African community. Both female and male scholars 

must properly examine the roles women have played in liberating Africans 

and others from oppression, resisting the imposition of sexist repression 

and subjugation, and exercising economic and political authority (1990, 

p10) 

 

As stated by Asante, it becomes the responsibility of scholars within the discipline of 

Africology to ensure that research produced represents both men and women. Nah Dove 

further expounds that “any future and continuing African liberationist theory and 

activism begins with the effort to recover, herstorically, and culturally, the 

complementary relationship of the woman and the man as the basis for self-

determination” (2003, p180). In efforts to address the void, this research will show the 

important role that African women maintained in the spiritual, political and social realm 

in concert with African men. Asante contends that the goal of the Afrocentric project is a 

“commitment to a new narrative of Africa” which challenges the European narratives of 
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Africa (2007a, p44). European narratives of Africa have claimed that Africa has no place 

in history and that its history is marked by inferiority. This new narrative of Africa that 

Asante speaks of must connect classical African history to African history and 

reestablished Africa history as part of world history. The restoration of African 

historiography also has to specifically include African women and their contributions to 

history. There have been many consequences that has resulted from European writing 

African history, one which include the exclusion of African women from the African 

historiography. The philosophy of Afrocentricity states that Africans should operate from 

an African-centered perspective. In doing so, we must also acknowledge and accept that 

within the African worldview, men and women are of equal importance. Therefore, 

African women contributions to African history must be situated in its proper context. It 

is necessary to locate the avenues that women exercised personal agency in order to 

properly write their history.  

African female scholars have also contributed to the inaccurate recording of 

African women’s history. Watkins discusses how some Black feminist theorist attempt to 

label the work of historical Black women as acts of feminism when in fact it was much 

more complex than just sex or race (1997). African women were fighting for liberation of 

their family; men, women and children. Thus it is a complete misrepresentation of history 

to label Black female liberation fighters as feminist. It also becomes vital to challenge 

narratives that discuss African women as subordinate or inferior to men.  It is not to say 

that sexism did not exist in Africa; such a claim would have to be substantiated. But 

rather, it is detrimental to analyze the roles occupied by African women and men within a 

given society from an alien framework because it ultimately leads to inaccurate 



 

 

42 

 

conclusions. White feminist observed African women and their roles as mothers and 

assumed that African women were oppressed since white women felt oppressed due to 

how they were devalued as mothers in Euro-America (Hudson-Weems, 1993). 

Afrocentricity states that Africans must center their own cultural perspective rather than 

use alien frameworks to interpret their reality. Hudson-Weems articulated the importance 

of African women operated from their own cultural perspective rather than foreign 

paradigm such as feminism (1993). The feminist paradigm is governed by presumptions 

and principles that govern how they critically analyze their reality. One foundational 

premise is that women are conflict with men thus their goal is to access the power that 

men maintain over them. However, such a position cannot be taken by African women 

because it does not accurately explain their reality. African women must not fight against 

men but it is essentially for African men and women to work together in order to live 

harmoniously. African women scholars thus have to be located within their own cultural 

terms otherwise it can threaten the relationship between them and their community. The 

analysis of African women phenomena also has to begin with their community needs 

which include that of women, men and children.  

  Language has been used as an oppressive tool to keep Africans mentally 

imprisoned. Asante states “liberation from captivity of racist language is first order of the 

intellectual” and thus “there can be no freedom until there is freedom in the mind” (2003, 

p41). Afrocentricity has “a commitment to lexical refinement” because language has been 

use as tool to oppress and keep us dislocated (Asante, 2007, 43).   Karenga argues that we 

must create a different language and logic from the oppressors thus giving new meanings 

to old terms and concepts (Karenga, 2003). Afrocentric project seeks to discontinue the 
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use of certain terms that are not rooted in our own cultural understanding. It also becomes 

important to interrogate the meanings attached to terms that we deemed as culturally 

neutral. For example, from the Eurocentric perspective men are superior women. 

Consequently the term “woman” is linked to inferiority or weakness. The category of 

“woman” is loaded with Eurocentric meanings which cannot be used to capture how 

women are defined in African societies. Other concepts such as “motherhood” or “wife” 

also have to be defined from an Afrocentric perspective because such concepts within the 

European experience have been equated to property and burden.  

African men and women have found themselves on the margins of European 

narratives. Afrocentrists must find the African subject in phenomena that deals with 

Africa and Africans. I would further add to this principle by stating that it is crucial for 

Afrocentrists to find both the African male subject and the African female subject so that 

we can avoid the trappings of Eurocentrism that focuses primarily on men due to their 

belief in male superiority. In order to adequately present the history of African women it 

has to be interpreted from an Afrocentric perspective. In summation, 1) the new narrative 

of African history must equally address women and men, 2) the position of African 

women in history must be analyze through African frameworks to avoid the falsification 

of African women’s roles as being a result of sexism and 3) the history of African women 

must refrain from applying Eurocentric concepts such as “feminism” and Eurocentric 

definitions of neutral terms such as “woman” or “wife” to describe the reality of African 

women.  
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Concepts of Powers from the African Worldview 

African Spirituality: The power of the Invisible 

 In the essay, “Afrocentricity and African Spirituality,”Ama Mazama discusses the 

interconnectedness of the spiritual and physical realms in African life. From the African 

worldview, though the spiritual world is invisible, it is still very real. Mazama contends 

that “people do not conceive of themselves as separated from the cosmos but as being 

completely integrated into a universe that is much larger than any of them and yet is 

centered around them” (2002, p 4). She further explains that it is the emphasis on the 

“unity of being” of all things, from humans to minerals, which fosters “the principle of 

harmony, based on the organic solidarity and complementarity of all forms” (2002, p 3). 

The ancestors are seen as one with the living and are included in the daily lives of their 

descendants. People maintain constant communication with their ancestors because they 

have spiritual powers that can help and protect them as they dwell in the physical realm.  

For this reason, the ancestors and divinities that reside in the spiritual world are a part of 

the decisions made at all levels in African societies. Therefore, it would be erroneous to 

discuss the activities that occur at the political or social level without the discussing the 

integral role that entities in the spiritual world have in the process.  

Notions of Political Power 

 Power is often defined in hierarchal terms; one group dominating the other.  This 

definition of power is rooted in the Eurocentric perspective. For example, patriarchal rule 

often has negative conations because of the association it has with white patriarchal rule 

in the United States and other European dominated countries. Patriarchy is usually seen 

as the dominate rule of men over women. Although those men in power also rule over 
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other men; those men that are being controlled by men receive some benefits in forms of 

male privilege as compared to women that receive little to none. On the hand, matriarchy 

is seen as the reverse, the domination of women over men which is often dismissed as a 

fallacy (Tarikhu, 1997). In both extreme cases, women are powerless or men are 

powerless. However, using such conceptual frameworks in studying the historical reality 

of Africa will not suffice.  In accordance, Oyewumi contends that Eurocentric 

frameworks are not appropriate tools to use to interpret African societies. She discusses 

issues that arise in Yoruba to English translations which have created false 

representations of the realities of women in Yoruba society. She states that scholars who 

operate from a western tradition assume that women did not have an important position in 

any society thus when they go about the task of translated African history from an 

African language to the English language, they often write African women out of history. 

For example, she discusses how the original translation will refer to an African ruler and 

then it will be translated to an African king which dismisses the possibility that such a 

ruler could have been an African woman. She refers to this process as the creation of 

kings which plays a role in changing African history and erasing African women.  Using 

Eurocentric frameworks not only imposes definitions on African phenomena that are 

male bias but it also suppresses the roles of women.  Thus as argued by Karenga, it 

becomes important to alter the definition of terms that have Eurocentric conations such as 

matriarchy or patriarchy. It is my contention that from the African view, matriarchy and 

patriarchy served as configurations of power that women and men could use to access 

political power that worked in unison with another forming a complete whole. One does 

not dominate the other but rather each fulfills their own unique role that is essential to the 
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society. Uchendu, in his essay, “Women, Power, and Political Institution in Igboland” 

defined power as: 

The capacity to affect the quality of another person’s outcomes and the 

ability to get the other person to do what one wants her or him to do, 

despite initial resistance. Power also means control over resources, 

including human resources, and of core social institutions; control that 

makes possible both the effective initiation of actions and decisions and 

the use of effective sanctions (2005, p 2003).  

 

Uchendu definition of power seems to privy the act of coercion rather than cooperation.  

Conversely, Tiamoya Karenga contends that “power can also simply be an ability to 

realize one’s will or to accomplish a task which does not require power over or 

imposition on others” (2007, p19). From the African view, men and women worked in 

collaboration for the benefit of the entire society. In some cases, women and men worked 

separately but in concert with another to advance different issues and keep harmony in 

their community. Women and men were both expected to contribute to the daily 

operations of a given community.  In order to highlight important aspects of power that 

are centered around collaboration, unity, and a person’s contribution to the whole; I have 

defined power as the ability to contribute in one way or many ways to how a respective 

society is able to operate that includes the active participation in core institutions that 

form the foundation of the society’s structure and inform the course of decisions that 

impact the community.  

Motherhood as Paramount   

Nah Dove, in her essay “Defining a Mother-Centered Matrix to analyze the Status 

of Women” argues that in order for modern African states to function in the way that best 

benefits their development as nations; they need to abandoned Eurocentric models of 
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government that are male-centered and promote male domination. She postulates that 

such nations need to reconnect and restructure their state model to operate from a mother-

centered matrix. Ancient Egypt is used as the classical African example of what a mother 

centered state structure entailed. The criterion that she puts forth speaks to the balancing 

of power between women and men and the recognition of the value of mothering 

qualities. Dove states that “within the Mother-centered Matrix, balance between the 

feminine and masculine principles is sought from the physical and material to the 

spiritual planes. Mother-centered literally means mother-led societal and cultural 

constructs” (2002, p6).  Dove provided a theoretical model that my research will use to 

investigate how women in patriarchal societies in Africa exercise political power. The 

balance of power between men and women in the physical and spiritual planes and the 

high value placed on motherhood are concepts that are central to African worldview. Ifi 

Amadiume, in Reinventing Africa; Matriarchy, Religion & Culture, emphasized the 

importance of motherhood in Africa. She contends that motherhood in African societies 

as compared in European societies has different value and meaning. She states:  

            The very thought of women’s power being based on the logic of 

motherhood has proved offensive to many Western Feminists. It is 

easy to see why this is so since in the European system, wifehood 

and motherhood was a means of enslavement of women. In the 

African system of matriarchy, it was women’s means of 

empowerment (114).  

 

As explained by Amadiume, motherhood was a source of power for African women not 

their oppression. Therefore, motherhood will be discussed within the context of the 

African worldview not from an alien framework. From the perspective of African 
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women, motherhood was used as a way to exercised agency in their societies. The goal of 

this research is to uncover exactly how this was achieved.  

Definition of Terms 

Political Power- the ability to contribute in one way or many ways to how a respective 

society is able to operate that includes the active participation in core institutions that 

form the foundation of the society’s structure and inform the course of decisions that 

impact the community.  

Political Leadership- a person who is in a position of power within the political structure 

of a given society who has the ability to make decisions that can engender structural 

changes within their society.  

Spiritual Authority- includes the nature of power given to deities and persons who occupy 

priestly positions which can have political implications for how a particular society 

functions. It also includes the power summoned by humans from spiritual entities which 

they used to inform phenomena in the physical realm.  

Motherhood- the stage in which a woman enters after she births a child or had agreed to 

raise a child which would include the nurturing, rearing and socializing of the child.  

Mothering- the act of performing characteristics that have been assigned to human 

mothers which then are applied to women who are living mothers, spiritual mothers 

and/or women who are in political positions such as “Queen Mothers.” 

Matriarchy- the central role of the mother within the social and political function of 

societal structures, political positions occupied by women that inform the decisions in 

society and the presence of female principles within the religious and political order of 

the society.   
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Matrilineal- decent that is traced through the mother’s bloodline which can have 

implications for social arrangements such as inheritance, political positions, marriage etc.  

Patriarchy- a social structure of a given society in which men play a central role in how 

the society functions at the spiritual, political and social which does not imply the 

subornation of women.   

Patrilineal- decent that is traced through the father’s bloodline usually to the eldest son 

which can have implications for how property and leadership positions are inherited, 

however: some cases within African societies have shown that women can also inherit 

property from their father particularly when a son is absent. 

Specific Procedures 

I intend to collect the key histories of Ancient Egyptians and the Igbo as well as 

the most relevant interpretative documents of these people for my research. After the 

collection of materials, I will conduct a content analysis to find research that corresponds 

with the areas that this dissertation is evaluating. The information gathered about Ancient 

Egyptian women and Igbo women will then be systematically organized into a narrative. 

The key themes that emerged from the history of both societies will be compared and 

contrasted in order to test the theory of cultural continuity posited Diop. These findings 

will then be written and drafted into a separate chapter.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

50 

 

CHAPTER 4 

 
WOMEN’S ACCESS TO POLITICAL POWER IN ANCIENT EGYPT 

 
Ancient Egyptian culture and society have fascinated people for many years-from 

their knowledge of sciences and mathematics to their political and spiritual systems of 

governance. In many ways, the study of Ancient Egypt has stimulated the most research 

and debate than any other ancient African civilization (Bauval & Brophy, 2011). 

Arguably such interest is rooted in all the splendor of Ancient Egypt. Most of the history 

of Ancient Egypt still remains a mystery. However, what has been made apparent 

through the research is that Ancient Egypt functioned as a great nation under the 

supervision of both men and women. It has only been in recent decades that 

Egyptologists began to focus their interest on the activities of women and their place in 

Ancient Egypt’s history (Graves-Brown, 2008). Scholars have argued that Ancient 

Egyptian women possessed more power than ancient Greek women (Gilbert and 

Reynolds, 2004) and women of modern day nations such as the United States (Lesko, 

1996). U.S women did not receive the right to vote until 1920; over hundred years after 

its founding date. Lesko made the following arguments on the position Ancient Egyptian 

women: 

Four thousand years ago the women of Egypt enjoyed more legal rights 

and privileges than women have in many nations of today’s world. Equal 

pay for equal work is a cry heard now but was practiced thousands of 

years ago in Egypt. Whether as an employee of the State, a vendor in the 

marketplace, the manager of a household, or as an active participant 

among the clergy in the religious hierarchies, the ancient Egyptian woman 

held a vital place in her society that amazed and bewildered foreign 

contemporaries who observed her (1996, p1).  
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Therefore, it can be safely argued that Ancient Egypt was far more advanced socially and 

politically in the area of equality between men and women than most world nations.  

Diop contends that Africa was the home to matriarchal societies as compared to 

Europe which possessed only patriarchal societies (1989). Diop states that Egypt 

represents “one of the African countries where matriarchy was most manifest and most 

lasting” (1989, p50) supporting the notion that African women maintained the longest 

stretch of political power than any other cultural group of women. In the detailed study 

presented in The African Origin of Civilization: Myth of Reality, which demonstrated the 

Blackness of Ancient Egypt, Diop used matriarchy as the key cultural commonality that 

connected Ancient Egypt to other African societies. Matriarchy, being a uniquely African 

feature, also signifies the seat of African women power and glory. However, we must not 

understand matriarchy as the domination of women over men but the balance of power 

between both which is achieved through the essential role that the two sexes sustains in 

the society’s development. Dove defines the political structure of Kemet as a mother-

centered matrix that ultimately engendered its development, sustainability and 

advancement as a formidable nation (2002). In order to examine the avenues that women 

used to access political power, it is necessary to first provide an historical background of 

the cultural, political and spiritual structure of the society under investigation.  

Historical Background 

Origins 

African history has been systematically distorted by Eurocentrists for the last few 

centuries. It has been discussed and written by Eurocentric scholars who attempted to 

deny Africa and African people humanity and agency. European scholars such as Georg 
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Hegel claimed that Africa possessed no history and did not produce anything of 

significance. Hegel stated “Let us forget Africa never to return to it for Africa is no part 

of the historical globe, it is outside of history” (Davidson, 1984).  African people were 

not only denied humanity but also the ability to create history. In the essay “The Color of 

Reason,” Emmanuel Chukwudi Eze analyzes the works of Immanuel Kant, 

anthropologist and philosopher, which revealed Kant’s racist theories about Africans. 

Kant theorized that people of color have no “talents” or “gift of nature” due to the dark 

pigmentation of their skin which he associated with their incapacity to be educated and 

civilized unlike whites whose talents and gifts are ordained (Eze, p 119). Kant concluded 

in his observation of a black man that “what he said was stupid” because he was “quite 

black from head to foot” (Eze, p 118). Thomas Jefferson made claims in the essay “Notes 

on the Virginia,” that Blacks could not express “thought above the level of plain 

narration” and they were not able to produce even a “elementary trait of painting or 

sculpture” (Eze, p267). Samuel Baker, a European writer, referred to Africans as savages 

who were cruel and selfish and lacked religion (Davidson, 1984). European philosophers 

contended that Africans were animals who did not contribute anything worth mentioning 

to human history or the progression of humanity. 

Asante states that a significant amount of “historians view Africa as the recipient 

of everything, the creator of nothing” (2007, p21), such a view continues to serve as the 

foundation in the analysis of African history. An example can be found in the discussion 

of the origins of Ancient Egypt. The Ancient Egyptians made so many contributions to 

the world that it is often mind boggling for many to grasps that Africans established such 

a civilization. The areas of contribution include science, mathematics, architecture, 
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spirituality, medicine, food production, arithmetic, and other professional crafts 

(Karenga, 2002).  Asante further argued that “Africa taught Europe in geometry, 

medicine, astronomy, philosophy, and literature” which is not farfetched since Ancient 

Greeks wrote of their travels to Kemet and what their learned (1999, p33).  However, 

many scholars do not agree with the Greeks whom history they study so closely. For 

example, Mary Lefkowitz, a scholar of Greek classics, wrote an entire book dedicated to 

refuting the assertion that Greece was influenced by Ancient Egyptians, despite the fact 

that the Greeks acknowledged the aspects of their society which originated from Egypt 

(Asante, 1999).  

The most controversial issue has proven to be the discussion of the racial make-up 

of Ancient Egypt and subsequently the connection of Ancient Egyptians to the rest of 

Africa.  The controversy is rooted in racism which is fueled by the white supremacist 

ideology that African people are inferior to Europeans therefore they could not possibly 

produce or contribute anything of value; particularly something that surpasses that of the 

European. As a result of this type of reasoning, Eurocentric scholars have made it their 

mission to divide Africa into parts, North Africa, Egypt, and Black Africa or Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Such divisions were used to purport the inferiority of Africans to Europeans by 

way of claiming Ancient Egypt as a European civilization. Asante expands the ladder 

point:  

While there was some criticism by Whites of this project, why did not the 

mass of historians object to the blatant racism in the early formulation of 

ancient African can history? Those early Egyptologists sought to take 

Egypt out Africa and Black skinned Africans out of Egypt. It was a 

conspiracy to minimize African role in early human civilization. Such a 

conspiracy could only be carried out because of the near uniform belief 

among Whites in the inferiority of Africans.   
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Gilbert and Reynolds presented both sides of the controversy in their book Africa in 

World History: From Prehistory to the Present, but refused to take a position. They 

stated that “Race, as we understand it, is a far more modern construction” and when the 

question is posed “Who were the Egyptians?” they argue that it “reveals more about 

ourselves than the answer reveals about the Egyptians” (2004, p52).  Some may view this 

as profound philosophical statement; however, a person operating from an Afrocentric 

perspective can see its hollowness as it relates to the African experience. Gilbert and 

Reynolds are clearly straddling the fence by not taking a stand either way but by doing 

this they prove that they do not have the authority or the thoroughness to write an 

accurate history of Africa from the perspective of Africans. Would they make this same 

statement if African people were asserting that the Ancient Greeks were in fact Black? 

Such an assertion would seem absurd to Europeans, however, as it relates to African 

history it seems that anything is up for grabs. Joseph Harris elaborates on this position 

through his analysis of the 1930 writings of The English anthropologist, C.G Seligman: 

 According to Seligman, “the Hamites-who are ‘Europeans’, i.e., belong to 

the same great branch of mankind as the Whites,” civilized Africa. “The 

civilizations of Africa are the civilization of the Hamites, its history the 

record of these people and of their interaction with the two other African 

stocks, the Negro and the Bushman.” Seligman described the ancient and 

modern Egyptians as Eastern Hamites. With a few strokes of the pen 

Seligman thus denied that Africans had developed a civilization, and 

attributed the meaningful aspect of their history to outsiders! The clear 

inference of this hypothesis was that inferior blacks were civilized by 

superior Hamites (whites), and that the degree of political and cultural 

evolution of Africans depended on the amount of white blood the blacks 

had (1998, p14). 

 

Seligman’s work went unchallenged until the 1960’s; leaving it positioned as an 

authoritarian work for at least 30 years which had implications for how others interpreted 
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the history of Africa (Bauval & Brophy, p 159). Many contemporary Egyptologist 

categorize Kemet under “the dubious Mediterranean or Levantine or Sumerian-

Babylonian labels” (Bauval & Brophy, p159). This constant denial of African humanity 

has forced many African scholars to present evidence to contradict the European 

narrative of African people. Such as the late Cheikh Anta Diop, an African Egyptologist, 

that in many ways was responsible for relocating African agency and placing African 

history in its proper place. Diop provided evidence of the cultural continuity between all 

of Africa which could not be argued between North Africa and Europe (Mazama, 2003). 

Cheikh Anta Diop contended that before a history of Africa can be written Africa 

must reclaim it classical roots in Kemet (Asante, 1998). Thus it was necessary to 

systematically demonstrate the true origins of Ancient Egypt. Diop provided an ample 

amount of evidence to disprove Eurocentric notions about the cultural character of 

Ancient Kemet. Diop used artistic evidence as proof of the African character of Ancient 

Egyptians but also scientific evidence such melanin dosage tests, blood group test, and 

bone measurements (Diop, 1974). He also discussed the culture congruency between 

other African civilizations such as totemism, circumcision, kingship, cosmogony, the 

social organization and matriarchy. Such similarities cannot be found between Ancient 

Egypt and European civilizations which dismantled the entire notion that Ancient Egypt 

belong to Europe. He also used eye witness reports from early European writers that 

wrote about Ancient Egyptians as evidence of their Blackness. Diop quoted Herodotus as 

given the following description of Ancient Egyptians: “they are black-skinned and have 

woolly hair” (1974, p1). Bauval & Brophy quotes a character from Aeschylus, a 

dramatist from 480 BCE, as saying “I can see the [Egyptian] crew with their black limbs 
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and white tunics” (p 173). The ancient Europeans verified the physical appearance of 

Ancient Egyptians through the descriptions that they recorded in their writings without 

issue or regret; however, their descendants have wrestled with this fact which stems from 

the historical and contemporary relevance of race. Basil Davidson in the film Different 

but Equal, argued that racism is a modern day sickness that had not dictated that 

relationship between Europeans and Africans prior to the European slave trade. 

Accordingly, Asante states: 

Let it be clear the question of the Blackness of the ancient Egyptians 

would never have been raised except for the persistent White racism in 

Western history. It had not been an issue in Europe prior to the 15
th

 

century and only became an issue with the vast discoveries in Egypt 

during the 19
th

 century, a most imperialistic century for Europe (2002, 

p10)  

 

Interestingly enough, Aristotle, a Greek philosopher circa 480 BCE degraded the Ancient 

Egyptians and Ethiopians simply due to their skin color.  

Those who are too black are cowards like, for instance, the Egyptians and 

Ethiopians. But those who are excessively white are also cowards as we 

can see from the example of women…the complexion of courage is 

between the two (brown or tanned).  (Bauval & Brophy, p173). 

 

Although Aristotle were obviously expressing ideas that would be considered racist if 

spoken today; he clearly demonstrated in his rant that the Ancient Egyptians were in fact 

Black skinned people just as their neighbors in others countries in Africa. Unfortunately, 

it seems that the large majority of Egyptologists continue to dismiss such evidence as 

invalid.  

Basil Davidson, a European scholar that specializes on the history of Africa, has 

attempted to paint African in an accurate light. Different but Equal, a documentary apart 
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of his African film series, demonstrates some ancient links between Ancient Egypt and 

parts of the Sahara which have been understood to be African in origin. One of the 

compelling pieces information provided in the film was the rock paintings found in the 

Sahara desert. Africans carved into rocks how they saw themselves and how they 

visualize their world. The rock paintings dated back thousands of years and showed 

Africans wearing clothing that were similar to Ancient Egyptians riding on chariots 

which is a clear indication of a rich civilization. The civilization existed in the Sahara 

desert region which at one point in time flowed abundantly with water. The rock 

paintings also provided evidence of a complex transport system between African 

civilizations which slowly disappeared due to the drying up of the Sahara desert. The 

inhabitants could have been the ancestors of Ancient Egyptians or migrated to other parts 

of Africa. Bauval and Thomas, in the book Black Genesis: The Prehistoric Origins of 

Ancient Egypt discuss these links more extensively. After 40 years of research in the 

Sahara desert, they discovered the ancient people shown on many rock carvings also left 

behind a complex system of tracking the stars. Huge rocks were found in Gilf Kebir and 

Jebel Uwainet of the Sahara desert that were aligned with various stars to record time. It 

has now been identified as a stone calendar circle. They delineated the ways that Ancient 

Egyptians had also used rock monuments to track the solar system.  The inhabitants of 

both lands, Gilf Kebir and Jebel Uwainet, were referred to as the “Black star people” or 

cattle people whom were said to have “a common ancestral source in the Tibesti-Ennedi 

region in Chad” (Bauval and Thomas, p191 ). Bauval and Thomas contended that these 

Africans, who originally inhabited parts of the Sahara, were the true descendants of 
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Ancient Egyptians but were force to move from Northern Africa to areas along the Nile 

River in order to escape the harsh elements of the Sahara desert (2011).   

The controversy still remains very much prevalent even in the 21st century 

despite the considerable amount of evidence introduced by Diop and others. Racial 

politics continue to define the scholarship in academia. For this reason, many have 

remained limited in their scope given that they have not been able to truly analyze 

Ancient Egypt from an accurate vantage point. As a result, they fail to see the true 

significance of their findings. It should be noted, however, that this writer is very clear on 

the origins of Ancient Egyptians. They have identified their country as Black, kmt, which 

has been translated by centered African scholars as the Land of the Blacks (Diop, 1974: 

Asante: 2007; Carruthers, 1986). In the same line of reasoning of the Ancient Egyptians 

themselves; it is only logical to reconnect their historical place back to which it belongs- 

in Africa!  

Political Structure  

The empire of Ancient Egypt represents the longest world power to ever exist in 

history (Asante, 2007: Gilbert and Reynolds, 2004). Ancient Egypt became a great 

thriving nation after King Narmer, also known as Menes of the southern region or Upper 

Egypt, conquered Lower Egypt. The result was the unification of both kingdoms and the 

beginning of the dynastic period. Narmer was able to unite both kingdoms as well as 

many ethnic groups as explained by Asante:  

Narmer united 42 nomes, each over ruled by a nomarch, and often 

identified as 42 different ethnic groups or administration kingdoms, under 

his rule. There were 22 nomes in Upper Egypt (southern) and 20 nomes in 

Lower Egypt (northern). By bringing all of these nomes under one 

paramount king, the Per-aa, the Egyptians created a multidimensional 
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nation, while most societies were still insisting on single ethnic identities 

(2007, p25).  

 

The unification of Lower and Upper Ancient Egypt epitomized a monumental milestone 

in world history (Asante, 2007: Gilbert and Reynolds, 2004). Additionally, it is an 

example of an extremely well-calculated political move that ultimately led to the 

formation of a successful and powerful nation whose presence was recognized and 

respected outside its own boarders. The dynastic period is marked by the unification of 

both lands under which one royal family assumed power at a given time. There were 

thirty royal families in total that ruled over the stretch of Ancient Egyptian reign. Each 

family represented a dynasty and they ruled until there were no longer any descendants 

that could inherited the throne (Asante, 2007).  Some scholars have categorized Ancient 

Egypt’s political control into several periods: the Old Kingdom 2660-2180 B.C.E , First 

Intermediate Period 2180-2050 B.C.E,  the Middle Kingdom 2050-1786 B.C.E, the 

Second Intermediate Period 1785-1554 B.C.E, the New Kingdom 1554-1075 B.C.E, the 

third Intermediate Period 1075-720 B.C.E, and the Late Period (Gilbert and Reynolds, 

2004; Lesko,1999). The Ancient Egyptian’s political regime lasted 3000 thousand years 

and was brought to a close after the invasion of the Greek king, Alexander “the Great” in 

332 B.C.E. which was then usurped by the Romans; Asante refers to this period as the 

“The Decline of the Great Kingdom” (1990, p72). 

During the reign of the great kingdom of Ancient Egypt, it enjoyed a mass area of 

land that was positioned between Aswan in the first cataract to the Mediterranean Sea. 

The Nile River flowed through its borders thereby serving as the source of subsistence, 

food and transportation for Ancient Egypt’s people. The Ancient Egyptians were highly 
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stratified within their society. Asante states the Ancient Egyptians “had different jobs, 

responsibilities, and duties. Career paths and jobs were not decided by choice. They were 

decided by the caste, or class, of society into which a person was born” (1994, p28). 

This caste system or class system was composed of farmers or peasants who were 

responsible for the nation’s economic sustainability which came from their labor and the 

taxes they paid to the state (Shillington, 2005). The farmers were the largest group and 

remained at the bottom of the caste system; however, their collective cooperation was 

essential to the maintenance of the country. Civil servants such as tax collectors were 

middle classmen that collected resources such as food crops from the farmers of behalf of 

the Pharaoh. Such items were stored in large storage departments and used to feed 

governmental officials and the royal family (Shillington, 2005). Farmers did not own the 

land they farmed; it all belonged to the state therefore any food surplus produced during 

the harvest was also taken and given to the Pharaoh (Asante, 1994: Shillington, 2004.). 

Farmers were taxed based on calculations determined by the height of the annual 

flooding of the Nile River (Shillington, 2004) which occurred every year between June 

and October (Asante, 2007). Second on the hierarchal ladder were professionals and 

artisans while nobles and soldiers represented the third tier, right below the Pharaoh who 

stood at the top (Asante, 1994).  

The Pharaoh possessed the highest amount of power thus maintaining complete 

control in all the land. Ancient Egypt’s political system was a centralized level of 

governance which was made possible through the belief in divine kingship. Divine 

kinship, commonly found throughout Africa, was the notion that the Pharaoh was the 

living manifestation of God. Asante further explains the implications of divine kingship:  
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Direct descent from god assured the leaders of legitimacy. No one was 

above the Per-aa [Phaorah] and no one dared to challenge him directly 

because it would be challenging the very presence of god. No king could 

serve the people if he did not have the direct link to the supreme deity 

(2007, p25).  

 

As a living God, the Pharaoh was able to maintain control over his people but he was also 

responsible for ensuring balance and harmony within his kingdom (Meyerowitz, 1960). 

Ma’at, an abstract goddess, embodied the philosophical belief that every person’s life 

must be characterized by “order, balance, harmony, justice, truth, righteousness, and 

reciprocity” in order to circumvent or limit the power of chaotic forces (Asante, p38). 

Therefore, it can be argued that Ancient Egypt’s stability was made possible due to the 

inherit belief in harmony which in turn fostered their 3000 year political system. Divine 

Kingship allowed the Pharaoh to receive much compliance from his people. People 

understood that they were a part of a whole and by “obeying and supporting the pharaoh 

meant doing good for the well-being of the entire society,” likewise, disobeying the 

Pharaoh put the entire community at jeopardy (Asante, 1994, p21). Furthermore, the 

notion of divine kingship and the principles of Ma’at is evidence of how spirituality was 

intertwined in the functionality of the nation.  

  Power of the throne has generally been argued to be inherited through matrilineal 

descent. As further explained by Meyerowitz:  

In a matrilineally organized society royal divine blood can only be passed 

on by women of the royal line, never by the king. His sons, therefore, were 

not regarded as princes in the line of succession. But Pharaoh’s sons 

would of course be the guardians of the throne…because their personal 

interests were bound up with the king’s (1960, p94).  
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Simon further explains that it “was customary for a pharaoh assuming the throne to marry 

a daughter of the pharaoh. Such a “daughter” might be full sister, a half sister-even one’s 

own daughter.” The marriage between a brother and sister also symbolically represented 

that of the divine couple, Aset and Asar or Isis and Osiris (Diop, 1989). Royal incest 

allowed the bloodline to be seen as pure given that “the dynasty continuously reinfused 

itself with its own royal blood; a line which the priests declared was directly descended 

from the god Amun” (Simon, p57).  It has been argued that royal inheritance was 

legitimized only through the blood line of royal women. This has been referred to as the 

heiress theory in which male rulers could only legitimize their kingship by marrying a 

daughter of the past King. However, some scholars have found holes with such a theory 

given that many Kings in the 18
th

 dynasty made non royal women their principal wives, 

in addition to the fact that it is not possible “to trace a line of royal women in direct 

descent from one another” (Gay, 1993; Troy, 2003). Gay contends that incest could have 

been used to set the royal family a part from common families of the mass population but 

matrilineal succession was not the rule (1993). Tyldesley contends that there exist a 

number of other benefits that could have fostered a culture of incest within the royal 

family:  

They ensured that the queen was well prepared for her role and that she 

was loyal to her husband rather than her birth family. They reduced the 

number of potential claimants to the throne by restricting the number of 

royal grandchildren, and they provided a link with the gods who had 

enjoyed incestuous marriages (2012, p 8).  

 

Diop argued that incest was practiced within the royal family in order to the keep the 

royal secession within the family and prevent quarrel from occurring (1989).  The 

practice of incest was much more visible in the royal family because of its political 
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spiritual function as compared to the families of non-royal blood. Although there are 

some inconsistencies with the heiress theory, it can be safely argued that male inheritors 

of the throne most commonly married a female royal relative than not; possibly due to the 

political benefits.   

The political structure in Ancient Egypt was distinguished by its divine kingship 

centralized rule and royal incest which kept power within the family. The middle class 

men and women served in some capacity to the Pharaoh and the royal family while the 

lower class produced the crops that were needed to sustain the Pharaoh and his 

constituents. All components were essential for the kingdom to function in its high 

capacity thereby outlasting every political regime in history.  

Ancient Egyptian Worldview 

A people’s worldview dictates how they define and interpret their surroundings in 

relation to their existence (Azibo, 1992). Although there are several thousand ethnic 

groups in Africa (Fyle, 2005) that have their own unique philosophical perspective in 

which to view the world, there are significant commonalities across the spectrum that 

comprises the African worldview (Zibo, 1992). Within the African worldview, the 

spiritual realm and the physical realm are one in the same- meaning that the secular and 

sacred worlds do not exist separately. Thus, from the perspective of an African person, 

“life and ritual were intricately bound” (Fyle, 2006, p53). In fact, much of their lives 

were built around maintaining a positive connection with the spiritual world which was 

due to the belief that it was the latter that possessed all the control over the former. 

Africans see their existence as one that is in harmony with their surroundings which is 

controlled by one supreme creator. Such a relationship is not hierarchal but it is seen as 
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an interconnected and interdependent bond that is necessary for the whole. Therefore the 

actions of the African person was connected and controlled by divine spirits such as 

deities and ancestors. The spiritual realm directed their daily actions which served as the 

foundation for how they functioned in their respective societies. As an African nation, 

Ancient Egypt’s belief system was aligned with that of other African societies; 

spirituality was important to how they constructed their daily lives.  

The Ancient Egyptians created a spiritual system that was guided by moral and 

ethical principles to prevent chaos and to live in harmony. Ma’at was a goddess that was 

depicted with wings and an ostrich feather on her head (Bunson, 1991). The philosophy 

of Ma’at served as the spiritual foundation that people used to guide their daily behavior. 

The goal was to practice truth, justice, harmony, balance, order, reciprocity, and 

propriety. Adhering to these principles allowed a person to live in balance with the world 

around them and to achieve entry into the afterlife. There were 41 tenets that every 

person was expected to obey. Some of which include:  

I have not cursed God. 

I have not done evil. 

I have not taken food from a child. 

I have not seduced anyone’s wife. 

I have not stolen.  

I have not closed my ears to the truth.  

I have not slain men and women.  

I have not felt sorrow without reason. (http://www.maatinus.com) 

 

The goal was to become one with God or to be Godlike by achieving virtue or being 

righteous. Righteousness was a matter of the heart which they saw as the gateway to the 

spirit realm. At the end of a person’s physical life, their heart was weighed against a 

feather which symbolically demonstrated if they had accomplished the seven virtues of 
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Ma’at (http://www.maatinus.com). The task of abiding by all the laws proved to be a 

difficult task; however, it also produced the most rewarding results for the society as a 

whole. Moreover, being in tuned with Ma’at, created a just society for all to live, thrive 

and to be spiritually in tuned with each other and the creator.  

The Ancient Egyptians created gods and goddesses that were attributed to 

controlling various aspects of life. It seemed that any important function in life was under 

the authority of a deity. Asante provides an example of this phenomenon:  

While it may be overstated to say that Egypt was the home of all the gods, 

Egypt certainly had many gods. The following are only a few. Atum, the 

Almighty; Ptah, the Almighty;  Ra, the Almighty; Amen, the Hidden; 

Heru, protection; Auset, motherhood, love; Mut, war; Montu, war; 

Khnum, the Creator; Hathor, fertility; Anunbis, judgment; Hu, the Word; 

Ausar, agriculture; Ma’at, balance, justice; Tehuti, literature, knowledge. 

There were hundreds more gods than listed here. Each god had a special 

function. For example, Hu was responsible for good speech and good 

writing. Ausar was responsible for agriculture and resurrection. Hathor 

was responsible for happiness and fertility (1994, p 46).   

 

The gods and goddesses often took the form of local animals or half human form. Hawass 

rightly contends that there was “no attempt to synthesize the vast pantheon or to iron out 

the contradictions in mythology. They perceived truth as multifaceted and respected each 

version” (2000, p 158). As such, there were many creator deities and myths that changed 

from kingdom to kingdom. Some deities were elevated while others were demoted. Ptah, 

Ra, Atum, Amen were all considered creator deities among the Ancient Egyptians that 

were worshipped in various cities such as Memphis, Heliopolis, and Thebes respectively 

(Asante, 1994). In Memphis, the supreme creator Ptah “arose on the primeval mound and 

created all the other deities and all beings in his heart and gave them form through his 

speech” (Hawass, p160). In Heliopolis, the creation myth starts with the Supreme Being 
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Atum who created Shu and Tefnut, who together had the sky goddess Nut and the earth 

goddess Geb. Nut and Geb had four children, Auset (Isis), Asar (Osiris), Nebhet 

(Nephthys), and Seth (Hawass, 2000). The Ancient Egyptian myth of Auset and Asar 

serves as the foundation for divine kingship thus the authority giving to the Pharaoh and 

the Queen. According to the mythology, Asar and Seth were both given parts of Kemet to 

rule as kings, however, the land of Asar flourished while Seth’s land was unsuccessful 

(Asante, 2007). By this, Seth was angered and decided to murder his brother so that he 

could rule over both. Seth tricked his brother Asar by making him fit himself into a chest; 

after which Seth threw into the ocean. Auset, the wife and sister of Asar found the chest 

and revived her husband. She then become magically pregnant and gave birth to their son 

Heru (Horus). After Seth learned of the matter, he cut Asar’s body into pieces and 

scattered them throughout the land, however, Auset filled with much love and resilience 

found every piece and put him back together. After Heru grew old enough, he battled his 

uncle Seth for the throne and eventually won. The battle between Heru and Seth 

symbolically represented the fight between good and evil forces (Asante, 2007). Heru 

became the legitimate king to take power which thus informed the ideology behind divine 

kingship wherein the Pharaoh becomes the ‘Living Horus.’ Asar was restored life and 

was “appointed Lord of the Underworld and judge of the dead as well as the symbol of 

the resurrected life” (Asante, p37). Additionally, Asar was associated with 

mummification, a practice that was commonly used to bury royal members and nobles to 

prepare them for the afterlife.  

Life after death was a chief belief within the Ancient Egyptian worldview. 

Ancient Egyptians understanding about the afterlife was connected to the observation that 
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natural occurrences in life were seasonal. Hawass further explains the ideology behind 

afterlife in this way:  

The natural rhythms of nature, the daily rising and setting of the sun, the 

annual fertilizing flood of the Nile, and the growth of crops were seen as 

cycles of life, death and rebirth. They gave assurance that mankind was 

also part of these cycles and could expect life after death. This was 

reinforced by the mythology of Osiris, the god who died and was brought 

to life again as the ruler of the Underworld (Hawass, p172).  

 

Typically, however, it was the upper echelon of people that were buried in large tombs 

such as the Pharaohs, queens and nobles while the masses of people were buried in less 

elaborate fashions. The Ancient Egyptians believed that at death, a person was separated 

into parts the ka, the ba, and the akh (Hawass, 2000). The ka was the “individual life 

force and protective genius” and needed the essentials to survive the afterlife as it did 

during its earthly life such as food, water, and housing (Hawass, p174). The ba was the 

spirit that was mobile and needed to meet the Judge Asar of Underworld in order to 

secure the fate of the person.  The ba spirit was challenged with a list of questions that 

were used to judge if the person lived in accordance to Ma’at principles. If the person had 

failed to comply with the principles of Ma’at then he or she will not be able to transition 

into the afterlife. However, individuals that were successful were allowed to enter into 

the afterlife. As this occurred, the ba and the ka reunited and formed the akh; the new 

spiritual state of the person in the afterlife (Hawass, 2000). Life after death was only 

granted to those who lived a good life in the physical realm otherwise they would die 

forever. Once a person entered the afterlife, it was the responsibility of their living family 

members to make offerings to them and venerate their living memory. People also 

expected their ancestors to intervene of their behalf and change their misfortunes into 

blessings (Robins, 1993).  
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 The lives of the Ancient Egyptians were dictated by the spiritual world. They 

attributed all major aspects of life to the power of the various divinities that they 

venerated through worship, rituals and sacrifice. Their mythology served as the 

philosophical foundation for their political, social, and spiritual activities. They created 

moral ethics that they used to govern their life which accounted for the achieved peace 

and balance. Chaos in the lives of Ancient Egyptians was countered through living and 

breathing Ma’at. Subsequently, those who remained faithful to its principles were giving 

access to live forever in the afterlife.  

Spiritual Authority  

Ancient Egyptian life was based on sustaining a strong spiritual connection with 

the deities that were responsible for all of life aspects. The Pharaoh, as the living 

incarnate of the deity Heru, was responsible for performing rituals and sacrifices to the 

deities. However, he did not perform this task alone, but rather he had a full staff of priest 

whose only job it was to consort with the spiritual world. As such, they spent a significant 

amount of their time in the temples performing daily rituals (Hawass, 2000). Rituals and 

offerings could be performed at the temple or in personal temples located in local 

communities (Hawass, 2000).  

Deities 

The feminine principle was essential within the spiritual system of the Ancient 

Egyptians. Female deities were worshipped at least as early as the pre-dynastic period 

and they continue to receive veneration throughout the history of Kemet. Goddesses were 

attributed various roles that helped people accomplish personal life goals such as 

marriage, building a family, and achieving rebirth in the afterlife.  Many of the goddesses 
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took on attributes that were similar to that of the ancient Egyptian woman. For example, 

some female deities were depicted in the form of human women and were bestowed 

womanly characteristics associated with mothers, wives, and daughters. The names of 

goddesses even reflected the importance of the female position within the pantheon of 

deities such as the goddess Bat whose name meant “Feminine Power” or “Feminine 

Spirit” (Lesko, p 81, 1999). The powers given to goddesses were not limited to traditional 

activities associated with women such as motherhood and childbirth but rather their 

jurisdiction expanded into the political realm as well. The subsequent discussion will 

detail the role of goddesses Nut, Neith, Mut, Hathor, and Aset in the lives of Ancient 

Egyptians during the New Kingdom.  

Nut 

Nut, the sky goddess, is recorded as early as the pre-dynastic period. According to 

Ancient Egyptian mythology, the creation of the Goddess Nut began with the birth of her 

parents, Shu, the god of air, and Tefnut, the goddess of moisture. Shu and Tefnut gave 

birth to the deities Geb, the Earth god, and Nut, the sky goddess (Lesko, 1999). In most 

cultures, the earth goddess usually takes on a feminine form while the sky is 

masculinized. However, in Egypt, the earth was male while the sky was female. 

Additionally, the earth god Geb received little attention from the ancients as compared to 

his sister Nut which is perplexing since the earth was the capsule for physical life. 

Graves-Brown presents a plausible explanation for the anomaly. She states that “in most 

cultures the sky is the active entity bringing forth rain to fertilize the passive earth” which 

usually is represented by a female while sky’s rain can symbolically represent 

insemination (p162). However, she continues, in “Egypt the earth was fertilized by the 
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annual inundation of the Nile, which came from the earth” rather than the sky (p162). 

Fertilization, therefore, was not due to the rains from the sky but rather the water from the 

earth; thereby making earth a male god. However, Nut contributed to the activation of life 

everyday through the birthing of the sun which was necessary component in the 

procreation process (Graves-Brown, 2010). Nut was depicted as a naked yellow or tan 

woman whose body stretched over like a canopy with stars covering her belly. Her naked 

body could be attributed to her daily birth of the sun god Re which is reflective of human 

women that might have gave birth in the nude (Graves-Brown, 2010). She was also, 

though less commonly, depicted as a tree goddess whose job it was to provide protection, 

food and drink for the dead (Graves-Brown, 2010).   

As the sky goddess, Nut enjoyed many powers that made her more grand and 

important than most other deities. Nut was destined to be a superior deity from inception; 

as the mythology states, she become powerful in the womb of her mother and therefore 

become more powerful than her parents (Lesko, 1999). In pyramid text, she was referred 

to as “The Grand Horizon,” “The Great Protector,” and “The Mother of all Gods” (Lesko, 

p26). Nut and her brother Geb had four children: Seth, Nebhet, Aset and Asar. Asar and 

Aset parented the god Heru who become the principal god in the ideology behind divine 

Kingship. Therefore, Nut was the grandmother to the living Heru and the mother of the 

divine pair, Aset and Asar. According to Lesko, Nut was once considered a creator deity 

or at least possessed more seniority and autonomy before the historic period (1999). With 

the increase political power of various cults, some local gods were elevated to state gods 

as in the case of Amun of Thebes (Hawass, 2000). Furthermore, the promotion of male 

deities such as Atum, Ptah, and Re by various priesthoods as supreme creators relegated 
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the goddess Nut to the role as daughter (Lesko, 1999). It should be noted that Nut 

encompassed many roles- wife, mother, and daughter that she was able to fill in relation 

to one god. For example, she was the daughter of the sun god Re, who was later 

combined with the wind god Amun during the Middle kingdom, to become Amun-Re 

(Shillington, 2005. Amun-Re remained a supreme God though Nut gave birth to him 

daily making her his mother as well. Goddesses tended to imbue aspects of all the 

familial positions such as mother, wife and daughter; a “metaphor in the form of a 

goddess for the ongoing renewal of divine life” (Capel and Markoe, p 129). It can also be 

seen as the “eternal cycle of birth and rebirth” (Lesko, p149). Consequently, goddesses 

could be positioned as possessing supreme power over all other deities while 

simultaneously being ranked lower.  

Nut primary role was as “protector and resurrector” in that as the sky goddess she 

“received dead” (Lesko, 1999, p 39). The stars on her body represented those worthy 

spirits that were able to achieved eternal life thereby given her the description, “one with 

a thousand souls” (Lesko, 1999, p 29).  Her image was drawn on the inside of coffin lids 

“symbolizing the heavens across which the deceased passed from this world to the next” 

(Capel and Markoe, 1996). Despite the fact that there were no temples built for Nut and 

thus most likely no cults; there is an indication that prayers were made to Nut in order to 

ensure eternal life after death and secure her protection (Lesko, 1999). In the tomb of 

King Tutankhamun of the 18
th

 dynasty, his prayer to Nut states the following: “Mother 

Nut, may you spread your wing to my face. May your two arms embrace me in health 

and in life, that I may exist inside you, and that you may provide my protection!” (Lesko, 

1999, p 40). Nut reply back to him was recorded in the same tomb as “Raise yourself on 
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your right side, my son Osiris, King Tutankhamun, ruler of Southern Heliopolis, justified. 

May you stand up and go forth! May you make all the transformations you wish, may 

you live forever!” (Lesko, 1999, p 40). She was also prayed to by people of less 

prestigious positions than the Pharaoh. A coffin from the New Kingdom belonging to the 

singer of Amun, Henut-wadjebu, is inscribed with these words: “O my mother Nut, 

stretch yourself over me, that I may by placed among  the imperishable stars, which are in 

you, and that I may not die” (Lesko, 1999, p 40). Nut, thus was the protector of the dead 

and played a major role in the process that every person took in attempt to receive eternal 

life. Her body was the safe haven that people remained once granted rebirth in the 

afterlife. People prayed to Nut to bless them with the chance to be one with her. 

Therefore it can be reasoned that it was only through the authority of the goddess Nut that 

individuals were able to experience the life goal of eternal life.  

Neith  

 The goddess Neith, like Nut, was also worshipped as far back as the pre-dynastic 

period. She is recognized as one of the oldest Goddesses in North Africa, dating back to 

4000 BCE (Rashidi, 2006). She is a self-begotten goddess who is said to have made 

herself and “in the form of a vulture she was impregnated by the wind” (Rashidi, p73). 

She pierced her own body to provide blood for her young to eat (Rashidi, 2006). Lesko in 

agreement with Rashidi, contends that she did not have any obvious husbands. However, 

according to Graves-Brown, Neith became the wife of Seth and they both parented Sobek 

(2010). It is not clear if she was married to another god; although it seems unlikely that 

the god Seth was her consort given that he was positioned as the brother/husband of 

Nebhet in mythology. She is depicted as a woman with the cross arrows or click beetle 
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symbol. The cross arrows signify her warrior and hunting spirit. Such characteristics are 

usually associated with men or male deities. Attesting to this idea, one of the temples 

dedicated to Neith in Esna including the following passage:  

 

You are the Lady of Sais…whose two-thirds are masculine 

 And one-third is feminine 

Unique Goddess, mysterious and great 

Who came to be in the beginning 

And caused everything to come to be… 

The divine mother of Re, who shines in the horizon 

The mysterious one who radiates her brightness  

(Lesko, 1999, p 61) 

 

Neith possessed both male and female sides similar to the supreme God Atum. Atum has 

been characterized as sexless or androgynous but he is always represented as male, 

likewise, Neith is always depicted as female (Graves-Brown, 2010). She also is seen 

wearing the lower red crown of Egypt but her priesthood may have originated in the 

South (Rashidi, 2000).  Neith prominence is recorded in northern Libya which has been 

argued as her place of origin (Rashidi, 2006).  

Neith was most prominent during the Old Kingdom, with temples and cults 

dedicated to her care (Graves-Brown, 2010); particularly in the northern city of Sais near 

the western Delta (Lesko, 1999). Neith’s name was used for 40 percent of personal names 

as compared to other deities’ names. Even Queens, from the 1
st
 dynasty incorporated the 

goddess’s name into theirs: the wife of Namer, Neithhotep’s name meant “Neith is 

content” and Queen Mernieth’s name meant “Beloved of Neith” (Graves-Brown, p 163). 

Graves-Brown further contends that the Queens’ inclusion of the goddesses name “in the 

same way that Horus appears above the name of early kings, might suggest that Early 

Dynastic women had similar roles to that of the king” (2010, p163). During the New 
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Kingdom, she still received a significant amount of adoration and honor. She was called 

“The Mother and Father of All Things” (Graves- Brown, 2010) which spoke to her dual 

character as both female and male and her supremeness. In some cases, she was attributed 

to bearing the sun god Re similar to that of Nut (Lesko, 1999). Another example which 

addresses her superior nature is in the temple of Neith, an inscription from the goddess 

that reads: “I am whatever was, or is, or will see, and my veil no mortal has ever took up” 

(Rashidi, 2006). She is thus proclaiming herself to be the alpha and the omega or the 

beginning and end.  

Neith also had a role in the process taken to enter into the afterlife. As one of the 

mortuary goddesses, Neith was attributed to providing protection for the god Asar and all 

the deceased kings along with the help from other goddesses (Lesko, 1999) She was 

presented as one of the judges of the dead; as seen in the coffin texts reading “Judgment 

has been made in the presence of Neith” (Lesko, 1999). She is also associated with 

weaving and the people who were responsible for weaving cloth for mummies (Lesko, 

1999). Lesko further contends that,  

Hundreds of meters of cloth generally were needed to wrap the mummy, 

and these came under the protection of Neith, regarded as the spiritual 

source of the woven fabric. Through the women weavers she extended her 

protection to the deceased (p56).  

 

She, along with other goddesses, was given the role as protector over the internal organs 

held in canopic jars of the dead (Rashidi, 2006). Additionally, she was seen as the 

protector of the Kings (Graves-Brown, 2010). In a pyramid Texts, Neith and other 

goddesses are attributed as the protectors of the King 

       

            My mother is Isis 

            My nurse is Nephthys 
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            Neith is behind me and 

            Selket is before me (Lesko, 1999, p 51)  

 

The female deities were thus given an important, if not dominant, role in the protection of 

the Pharaoh and kingdom. Neith was bestowed the power of divine mother which she 

used to watch over rulers and the dead. She was a supreme deity that possessed masculine 

characteristics such as hunting and combat along with feminine attributes such as 

motherhood and protection. It is also possible that she served as the primary deity for the 

source of political power accessed among ancient Queens.  

Mut  

The political interest of state was clearly maintained through the goddess Mut 

created between the Middle and New Kingdom. The promotion of Mut started in northern 

Heliopolis but her presence was most dominant in Thebes which is where her Temples 

were erupted (Caper and Markoe, 1996). In Heliopolis, she was described as being the 

mother of Amun: “celestial cow who took a newly born Amun on her back and carried 

him south to Thebes” (Lesko, 1999, p131). However, by the 18
th

 dynasty among the 

ruling class, Mut is venerated as the wife of Amun thus replacing his previous wife 

Amunet in Kemetic mythology. Less commonly, Mut was assigned as the wife of Ptah of 

Memphis (Lesko, 1999). Mut and Amun together had a child, Khonsu and often were 

referred to as holy triad similar to the myth of Aset, Asar, and Heru. Mut was given the 

authority to wear the double crown; a privilege only exercised by the ruling King (Capel 

and Markoe, 1996).  It has been argued that Mut represented a “heavenly queen-regnant, 

whose earthy manifestation…is the kingship” (Capel and Markoe, p 128).  

The double crown became exclusively associated with the goddess Mut giving 

credence to the aforementioned theory (Capel and Markoe, 1996). Moreover, her 
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authority was particularly revered among the royal class as compared to other goddesses 

such as Hathor and Aset who were venerated by all classes (Lesko, 1999). Hatshepsut, 

during her reign as King, devoted much praise and worship towards the Goddess Mut. 

Hatshepsut built a temple for Mut south of the temple devoted to Mut located in Karnak. 

King Hatshepsut is referenced as being the first child born of the divine pair Amun-Re 

and Mut. During the Hatshepsut governance, several men changed their name to pay 

homage to the goddess Mut. Such names included Sa-Mut meaning “son of Mut” and 

Sen-Mut meaning “brother of Mut” (Lesko, 1999, p138). Lesko contends that Mut can be 

understood as the deification of the feminine principle within the ruling class: 

Because Mut’s history seems to be bound to the royal family of the 

Eighteenth Dynasty, a family whose women were undeniably formidable, 

she should probably be understood as female royal power deified, indeed 

even the deification of the concept of royal power (Lesko, 1999, 139) 

 

Lesko further adds that Mut “personified the kingship, and in some Ramesside texts she 

is hailed as king of Upper and Lower Egypt and thus is unique in the holy pantheon” 

(1999, p143). Therefore, Mut is best understood as the goddess of kingship whose goal it 

was to protect the interest of the kingdom.  

Mut’s name was the kemetic word for “mother” and it could be said that she was 

seen as the protective mother over the entire Kingdom (Lesko, 1999). As a divine mother 

and protector over the Kingdom and the king, Mut was giving authority over punishing 

the enemies of the King and the state. Any person that challenged the authority of the 

King was “destroyed by fire-on the great brazier of Mut” (Lesko, 1999, p147). A ritual 

associated with Mut called the “Overthrowing of Apop” also attributed her with 

protective powers. Apop was a demon in the form of a serpent that sought to take over 

the sun. It is possible that Apop symbolically represented any threat to the state of Kemet 
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(Lesko, 1999). Her power has been said to surpass that of all Gods. For example, an 

inscription from Karnak during the 19
th

 dynasty called her the “Ruler of the Gods” 

(Lesko, 1999, p132). In the book of dead, she is called “mightier than the gods” and she 

is depicted as having three heads (Lesko, 1999). She was attributed as being ferocious 

and strong as well as wise and helpful. She had a temple oracle in which “the living 

would come to seek solutions to critical problems” (Lesko, 1999, p 135). She was able to 

save souls. According to the book of dead it was Mut that “makes souls strong and makes 

sound bodies and delivers them from the abode of the fiends which are in the evil 

chamber” (Lesko, 1999, p147). Mut was depicted as a woman wearing a vulture shaped 

head piece and a royal scepter (Lesko, 1999). She was both feminine and motherly whose 

purpose was to secure the political interest of the nation.  

Hathor 

 The goddess Hathor also was seen as a divine mother. Hathor was established at 

least as early as the Old Kingdom (Tyldesley, 1994). Hathor was so prominent that she 

was worshipped throughout Egypt by all classes (Hawass, 2000). She was second only to 

the creator god Ptah (Rashidi, 2006). She was attributed with being responsible for 

blessing women with fertility thus giving them the chance of experiencing motherhood 

(Rashidi, 2006). She also protected mothers through pregnancy and childbirth (Hawass, 

2000). At Hathor shrines, fertility dolls or female figurines were left by women hoping to 

be blessed with fertility and more children (Lesko, 1999). According to Lesko, women 

showed much gratitude to Hathor for their femininity and fertility. It was through the gift 

of Hathor that they were able to transform from girls to women (1999). It was also 

believed that Hathor increased sexual pleasure among married couples thus earning the 
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title as “donor of life and protector of the bed” (Rashidi, p 78). As the goddess of 

sexuality and childbirth, Hathor was often sought out by young couples to bring passion 

and love in their sex life (Hawass, 2000).  

Hathor was depicted in either the form of a cow with horns that held a sun disk or 

a woman with cow ears (Hawass, 2000). As a cow, she was the provider of nourishment 

for the “family, community, and nation” (Rashidi, p 78). She was depicted in tomb 

inscriptions as suckling the King thereby expressing her role as a provider (Rashidi, 

2006). Also the name Hathor translates to “mansion of Horus” which adds to the idea that 

she was a protector over the King (Graves-Brown, 2010). In mythology, Hathor 

originated as a fearsome deity who roamed the desert searching for the blood of prey. Her 

father Re wanted her to be close to him so that she could protect him. Re used the gods 

Thoth and Bes to bring her back by enticing her with music and dance which helped to 

turned her into a peaceful goddess (Hawass, 2000). Subsequently, she is also associated 

with music and dance earning the title “Mistress of the dance” and “Queen of Happiness” 

(Graves-Brown, p 166). Hathor temples were occupied by singers and dancers that 

appeased her through music. The musical instrument the sistrum became a symbol 

associated with the goddess which was used by Chantresses in her cult (Lesko, 1999). 

Hathor had numerous cults during the Old Kingdom and her temples were controlled by 

women. Additionally, she possessed the most temples than all other goddesses (Graves-

Brown, 2010) which were most numerous in Thebes (Lesko, 1999). Kings of the Middle 

Kingdom used the cults of Hathor to solidify their legitimacy as rulers. During the New 

Kingdom,” Hatshepsut claimed that she was nursed by Hathor thereby arguing her divine 

right to the throne (Lesko, 1999). In a tomb inscription, Hathor is quoted as 
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communicating the following to the female king: “I kiss your hand, I lick you flesh, I fill 

your Majesty with life and happiness as I have done to my Horus in the net of Khebt. I 

have suckled Your Majesty with my breast” (Lesko, 1999). Hathor was used as a 

mechanism to legitimize the position occupied by royalty. Even the Queens of the New 

Kingdom wore Hathoric headdresses (Hawass, 2000).  

Hathor was essential to bringing life on earth but she was also “the means to 

rebirth in the Afterlife” (Hawass, p 164). She was called the “Queen of Heaven” and the 

“Golden One” (Rashidi, 2006). She was also called the ‘Mistress of the West’; the west 

being the place in which the dead reside and she being one the goddesses that received 

the dead, a role shared with the goddess Nut. Hathor and Nut are depicted in the tomb of 

Amunhotep II welcoming spirits into the afterlife (Lesko, 1999). Hawass further adds that 

“as the living are born from women, so the dead hoped for rebirth in the “Beautiful West’ 

through the mother-goddess” (2000, p164). Hathor, therefore, was essential in the process 

that the ancient Egyptians took before potentially becoming a member of the afterlife. 

She was also called the ‘Lady of the Southern Sycamore’ in which she was attributed 

with bringing “shade and refreshment” in the form of a tree to the deceased (Hawass, 

p164). Hathor was an important goddess in that she was attributed many essential aspects 

to life cycle such as intimacy, procreation, pregnancy, maternity, and rebirth into the 

afterlife. For this reason, the veneration of Hathor remained prevalent throughout all the 

kingdoms. 

Aset 

Similar to Hathor, the goddess Aset, or Isis (the Greek translation), was also 

associated with motherhood and fertility (Lesko, 1999). She even wore a sun disk 
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between cow horns like Hathor. Aset was also deemed as the epitome of the divine 

mother. The goddess Aset gained much popularity by the Middle Kingdom. She was 

associated with a star in the Orion constellation called Soped or Sothis (Lesko, 1999). 

The star emerged during the mid-summer which marked the beginning of harvest season 

and the flooding of the Nile. According to Ancient Egyptian mythology, the annual 

flooding of the Nile was “caused by the tears shed by Mother Auset (Isis) after the killing 

of her husband Ausar (Osiris) by his brother Seth” (Asante, 2007, p28). Aset is the word 

for ‘throne’ in the Kemetic language thereby making the goddess the deification of divine 

kingship. It was only through the goddess Aset that the throne was filled. As the 

mythology goes, it was Aset who gave birth to Heru from an immaculate birth conceived 

with her brother Asar. The divine ruler Heru was only granted the opportunity by the 

efforts of his devoted mother Aset. According to the mythology, Aset was responsible for 

providing her son Heru a safe haven until he was old enough to reclaim the throne from 

his uncle Seth. It was her spiritual authority that helped to revive her husband Asar long 

enough to conceive their son Heru and it also was used to protect the young child as they 

both hid in the marshes (Carpel and Markoe, 1996). She was attributed as having the 

ability to cure venomous bites from animals such as snakes and scorpions (Carpel and 

Markoe, 1996; Graves-Brown, 2010). Statues of Aset depict her with wings hovering 

around her husband Asar who stands at half her height. Aset was therefore seen as a 

protector of both her child and her husband which gave her the recognition as both the 

devoted mother and wife. Since Aset was associated with the protection of children; 

“women frequently addressed prayers to her on behalf of their offspring” (Carpel and 

Markoe, p 127). She is also depicted as nursing her son Heru, the divine King. It can be 
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argued that such icons represent the mother and son connection that exist between the 

King and his mother, the previous Queen. It is possible that nursing one’s child 

symbolically represents the guidance and support that the mother supplies her son 

throughout his kingship? According to Carpel and Markoe, “Isis suckling of Horus 

symbolized her pivotal role in the transmission of divine kingship” (1996, 127). 

Furthermore, she was “the symbolic mother of each king and one of his links to the 

divine world” (1996, p127). Aset was the connection that was necessary for rulers to 

occupy the throne and thus maintain power.  

Female deities were intricate in the maintenance of the kingdom of Egypt which 

range from political matters to familial concerns. They played pivotal roles in bringing 

children into the physical realm and receiving adults into the spiritual realm. Goddesses 

were used as a means of protection as well as a way to legitimize the King’s position as 

ruler over the state. Furthermore, it is evident that the female principle within the 

Kemetic spiritual system was essential to the daily lives of the ancient people.  

Priestesses and Other Ritual Positions 

Women played significant roles in the ritual process of tending to the Gods and 

Goddesses. During the Old and Middle Kingdoms, women were highly visible in the 

temple as priestesses. Women served primarily in the temple of Hathor and in some cases 

the temple of Neith (Robins, 1993).  In the priesthood of Hathor, women played a 

dominant role as priestesses while only a few men occupied priest positions (Hawass, 

2000). There are some cases of women serving as priestess to male deities such as in the 

temple of Thoth, Khons, and Ptah; however, it was not very common (Lesko, 1999). 

There were hundreds of women that occupied the priestess position who came from non-
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royal backgrounds (Lesko, 1996). Additionally, there is no indication that such 

priesthood positions were inherited from mother to daughter: therefore it allowed women 

from various families the opportunity to work in the temple (Lesko, 1996).  

According to Hawass, at least “two ranks of priestesses are known: the hemet 

netjer; ‘the female servant of the god,’ and less commonly, the wabt or ‘pure’ priestesses” 

(2000, p163). Gosline contest the common translation of the title hemet netjer which 

denotes a gendered position given separately to women and men. She contends that:   

Men and women in ancient Egypt in like manner held the general priestly 

title “servant of the god.” Yet in both English and German translations, 

Egyptologists have traditionally decided to make a distinction between 

“priest” and “priestess.” Thereby, a gendered distinction in assumed, 

charging the expression with imposed cultural implications” (1996, p27).   

 

If in fact, the priestly title hemet netjer is most accurately translated as ‘servant of god,’ 

without a gender distinction than it can have further implications for the role that women 

and men were both expected to play in the temples irrespective of sex. During the Old 

and Middle Kingdoms, female and male priest served one month out of every four to five 

months in the temples of their assigned deities (Hawass, 2000). However, the New 

Kingdom brought changes that essentially excluded non royal women from serving as 

priestesses. Women were excluded from being priest by the New Kingdom because the 

position had become a full time job that was incorporated as part of the government 

bureaucracy which was controlled by men. Hawass argues that the stark decline in 

women filling the role of priestess of Hathor during New kingdom could be linked to 

women’s illiteracy (2000). Men belonging to the higher echelons of society tended to be 

literate given that they held positions within the government. Once the priesthood became 

a full profession, men were settled at the top while their sons occupied other important 
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administrations positions within the temple (Lesko, 1999). Female family members of 

male priest, however, were “found in supportive roles in the same temple as their 

husbands or fathers” (Lesko, 1999, p 244). The inclusion of women helped to forge 

powerful leading families, as Lesko explains:  

…Priestly families became entrenched, intermarried with each other, and 

became a superior class. Such families came to control much of the wealth 

of the kingdom, which was bestowed generously by the pharaohs on the 

gods (1999, p 244).  

 

The priestly families maintained a significant amount of power which they sought to keep 

by retaining priestly post through generations and marrying members of other priestly 

families (Lesko, 1996). As a result, women were able to gain political power through the 

spiritual authority they carved out from the ritual position held by their husbands or 

fathers.  

Chantresses 

 Although the amount of priestesses declined during the New Kingdom, women 

(along with men) were also able to serve in the temples of deities in different capacities. 

The musician priestess was identified as meret whose job it was to sing and dance, 

however, some records indicate that they were also “charged with managing the fields 

and estates of the goddess” (Lesko, 1996, p38). By the New Kingdom they were called 

shemayet meaning singer or chantress (Hawass, 2000: Lesko, 1996: Watterson, 1991). 

Chantresses served in the temples of both male and female deities (Robins, 1993) and 

were able to served more than one temple at a time (Lesko, 1996). The leader of the 

entertainers was called the hener and she was the wife of the high priest (Lesko, 1996). 

Some chantresses were married to other priest but some remained unmarried while 
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serving in the temple; maintaining their power nonetheless (Lesko, 1996). The activities 

of female musicians in the temple consisted of the following:  

 They clapped their hands rhythmically and chanted…They sang hymns 

and played instruments such as harps and tambourines during temple 

services: they clicked their fingers or beat clappers made of wood or bone: 

and they shook large bead necklaces, called menit or rattled sistra 

(Watterson, 1991, p40).  

 

Chantresses played an important role in the temple as well in welcoming the king during 

celebrations. During important events, they were responsible for energizing the spiritual 

morale. Chantresses “danced through the streets, shaking their menit-necklaces and 

rattling their sistra, bestowing life, stability, health and happiness on the population in the 

name of the deity of their temple” (1991, p 40). Chantresses were also responsible for 

performing tasks beyond ritual music creation. According to Lesko, women are depicted 

in tomb painting as “confronting the deity directly, making offerings to it or performing 

rites for deceased family members” (1996, p 40). Records also show that women 

participated in the administration function of the temple. For example, one Chantress of 

Amun-Re, identified as Henuttowy, wrote her husband informing him that she had 

received grain shipments for the temple she served which would be used to feed the deity 

(Lesko, 1996). Although women dominated the chantress position; it did not limit their 

ability to perform tasks that were generally associated with priests.  

Funeral Rites 

Women during the Old Kingdom occupied the position of ‘overseer of funerary 

priests’ but by the Middle Kingdom there is no mention of women holding such a 

position which was dominated by men (Robins, 1993, p164). However, on funerary 

stelae, women are depicting as performing rituals such as pouring libations or giving 
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offerings for decease members (Robins, 1993). During the New Kingdom, chantresses 

performed songs at funerals (Graves-Brown, 2010).  In some tomb scenes, women are 

shown mourning the dead in groups outnumbering the amount of male mourners. In one 

case, the title “mourner” was dedicated to a woman on funerary stelae which suggests 

that it could have been her profession (Robins, 1993). Moreover, a strong case could be 

made for the possible professionalization of the “mourner” given that Aset and Nebhet 

were seen as “divine mourners” (Tyldesley, p263). Men were responsible for performing 

funerary rites; however, women seemed to have an important role in the process. 

Tyldesley contends that it was women who were giving the task of taking care of the sick 

before they died and “perhaps the laying out of the corpse before taking over with the 

more  formal burial rituals” which men performed (p263). Therefore, the evidence 

suggests that women were a part of the funerary process in some official capacity; 

however, their role has yet to be clearly defined.  

God’s Wife 

 Official ritual positions gave women access to spiritual authority which often 

translated into political power. Women who held ritual positions were able to gain a 

higher social status within their society. Watterson further explains the benefits of women 

occupying religious roles:  

Women participated in a cult for both religious and social reasons: the 

holding of a priestly title carried a certain amount of prestige; it was taken 

as an indication that the holder was a woman of respectability and 

standing in society, and perhaps as an indication of her intellectual 

capabilities (1998, p39).  

 

During the New Kingdom, royal women were solely given the preeminent role as 

priestess while common born women were concentrated in the temple as Chantresses, 
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unlike during the Old and Middle Kingdoms, wherein women from various backgrounds 

dominated the priesthood of Hathor. Queens and Princesses had access to the priestess 

position ‘God’s wife of Amun’ and ‘Divine Adoratrice.’ The first person to obtain the 

title ‘God’s Wife of Amun’ was Queen Ahmose-Nefertari, the wife of King Ahmose 

(Graves-Brown, 2010; Hawass, 2000). Queen Ahmose passed down the position to her 

daughter Queen Meritamun who in turn passed it down to Queen Hatshepsut (Graves-

Brown, 2010; Hawass, 2000). Once Hatshepsut became a sovereign ruler, she gave the 

title of ‘God’s Wife’ to her daughter Neferure. In two separate tomb scenes, Neferure is 

depicted as leading a group of male priests into a lake for a purification ritual (Hawass, 

2000) and in another she is burning the images of the King enemies on a fan (Graves-

Brown, 2010). This suggests that the ‘God’s Wife’ position was more than honorific but 

gave women the ability to become head priestess even over men. The position of God’s 

Wife was at a declined during the rule of Amenhotep III and Akhenaten which some 

scholars have attributed to the possible desire to decrease the power that women were 

able to gain through the position (Hawass, 2000). However, it seems more likely that 

Akhenaten sought to diminish the authority given to the priesthood of Amun rather than 

the office of ‘God’s Wife’ since one of his main goals was to alter the state religion. 

Hawass further states that recent studies suggest that “Hatshepsut used this office to 

establish a powerbase from which she eventually took the titles of king” (Hawass, 2000, 

p167). Thus, it would seem more logical that the king who wrestled power back from 

Hatshepsut would seek to diminish the position that gave her the foundation to take his 

position. The office of God’s wife was re-established during the 19
th

 and 20
th

 dynasty 

under the title holder Aset, the daughter of Rameses VI. It was during the office of Aset, 
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that the title became associated with celibacy. Aset also was the first to receive the 

additional title “Divine Adoratrice” (Graves-Brown, 2010). As a result of the change, any 

woman who was appointed to the position was expected to remain unmarried and celibate 

for the duration of her office. The religious center of Amun at Thebes was essentially 

ruled by the high priests and their family. The royal family resided 900 kilometers away 

from the temple of Amun and in attempt to maintain power over the priestly class in the 

south, the office of God’s Wife was appointed to the royal daughter which gave her the 

position as high priestess of the temple (Hawass, 2000).  

Graves-Brown contends that by “the end of the Twentieth Dynasty, Thebes and 

the south were ruled by the chief priest of Amun and kings ruled the north. The title 

‘God’s Wife” was therefore used by the female relatives of kings to retain some royal 

power in the south (2010, p88). The God’s Wife of Amun was responsible for many tasks 

that were thought to be exclusive to the king. Graves-Brown provides examples of such 

roles which can be found on tomb depictions:  

From the Twenty-second Dynasty on, God’s Wives are also shown 

presenting maat to the gods, an activities usually only carried out by the 

king. This honour was bestowed on only one other woman, Nefertiti. In 

the funerary chapels of Amenirdis I shows the God’s Wife driving the 

fours calves, again a ritual usually associated with the king. The God’s 

Wife in the Twenty-Fifth Dynasty Edifice of Taharqa at Karnak is shown 

firing arrows at four balls, possibly showing Amun’s sovereignty over the 

four cardinal points. In the same room, she is shown elevating four gods 

(2010, p90) 
 

The depictions show that women who occupied the position of God’s Wife shared a 

significant amount of power that was comparable to the king. Of course, her power did 

not surpass that of king but rather it was used to benefit the interest of the royal family. 

Women remained in power even when royal families were under foreign rule. For 
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example, during Kush reign over Egypt is when “the role of the God’s Wife was at its 

zenith” (Graves-Brown, p89). The office of God’s Wife of Amun gave political power to 

individual women to rule in their own right in the interest of their ruling King. The God’s 

Wife was responsible for performing sacred rituals, heading other priests and sustaining 

power within the royal family.  

 Women experienced many changes during the 3000 years that Ancient Egypt 

claimed power. During the Old and Middle Kingdoms, women dominated the priesthood 

of Hathor and occasionally served in the temples of other deities. However, once the 

priesthood became a full time profession during the New Kingdom, royal women were 

only able to serve as priestesses under the title God’s Wife. Although, common born 

women were excluded from becoming full time priestess; they were still able to fill other 

positions associated with the temples of deities such as Chantresses that preformed 

musical ensembles and in some cases administrative work of the temple. Some women 

were connected to the temple through their male family members and others occupied 

temple position in their own right. Women were able to achieved high statuses within 

their society through the work that they did within various temples. 

Political Leadership  

Ancient Egyptian Women within the royal family maintained a higher status 

position than that of the average woman. Similarly, men within the royal family were 

granted more political power than the average man. Upper class status afforded 

individuals the opportunity to enjoy more privileges than those who were born into the 

lower classes. Since Ancient Egypt’s government was a highly centralized system; people 

outside the royal family and perhaps within the priesthoods had little influence in the 
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decisions made at the highest level. Therefore, women that were born into the royal 

family gained the most access to political power as compared to men and women of other 

classes. Women that held titles such as the King’s principal wife or the King’s mother 

surpassed the power held by any other lesser queens within the Kingdom. Women were 

also capable of occupying the throne as sole rulers. Although it was not the norm for 

women to reign as Pharaoh, such as position was usually held by a male, it has been 

recorded that several female kings occupied the throne. The complete amount of political 

influence that such women possessed is not clear through the historical records that 

remain; however what has been found suggest that the power they yielded did in fact play 

a significant role in the operations of the kingdom.  

Queens 

The position as Queen in Ancient Egypt served as one of the highest authoritative 

seats that could be occupied by a woman. Royal women were able to access political 

power via the influence that they yielded over their husbands and sons. Some acted as co-

regents with their husbands, regents for their young sons but most commonly as 

supportive wives and mothers to the King. One should not assume that supporting the 

king implied submissiveness on behalf of the Queen but rather it encompassed the 

necessary actions taken by the Queen which served in the best interest of the Kingdom. 

Moreover, the position of Queen yielded a significant amount of power and respect inside 

and outside of Ancient Egypt.  

Ancient Egypt experienced a time of instability after the 13
th

 dynasty. The eastern 

delta section of Kemet was colonized by the Hyksos for almost one hundred years; it was 

only through the persistence of the royal family that Kemet wrestled power out of the 
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hands of these intruders. The New Kingdom was made possible due to war, death, and 

struggle that exploded during the 17
th

 dynasty. The royal family that initiated the war to 

push out the Asiatic group was King Seqenenre Taio I along with the support of his wife, 

Queen Tetisheri. King Seqenenre Taio I died in battle against the invaders and his son 

Seqenenre Taio II inherited the throne. Queen Tetisheri reigned as regency for her son 

until he came of age. She also lived to advised her grandsons during their reigns as well 

(Hawass, 2000). Her grandson King Ahmose honored her by building two tombs after he 

was made aware that her original two had been neglected (Buttles, 1908). He also 

engraved the following in a stelae located in the city Abydos in veneration of his 

grandmother: “the mother of my mother and the mother of my father…Tetisheri, 

deceased…My Majesty has wished to make for her a pyramid and chapel in the sacred 

land close to the monument of My Majesty” (Hawass, p47, 2000).  Queen Tetisheri’s son, 

Seqenenre Taio II married his full sister Ahhotep. Together they gave birth to Kamose 

and Ahmose. Kamose inherited the throne after his father died in battle fighting against 

the Hyksos (Wimby, 2006). Kamose continued the war against the invaders but he was 

also killed in the war (Wimby, 2006). His brother Ahmose was next to inherited the 

throne.  

Queen Ahhotep 

Queen Ahhotep reigned as regent until her son Ahmose was old enough to rule as 

king (Wimby, 2006).Once he come of age, King Ahmose proved to be a capable ruler 

and an even mightier soldier. In continuing the revolution against the Hyskos initiated by 

his father and grandfather, King Ahmose was able to reclaim Egypt from foreign 

invaders. Ahmose was successful at reconquering Nubia from an allied nation of the 
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Hyksos and driving out the Hyksos from northern Egypt (Robins, 1993). Although King 

Ahmose has been accredited as the founder of the 18
th

 dynasty thus the advent of the 

New Kingdom; it should be noted that Queen Ahhotep, his mother, also posed as the 

driving force behind recapturing Kemet from foreign invaders. It was Queen Ahhotep 

that demanded that the war continued so that her family could regain control of both 

lands, thus reuniting the lands under the rule of its rightful owners (Lesko, 1996). After 

her husband died and her eldest son, she influenced her son Ahmose to fight to reclaim 

Egypt (Tydesley, 1994) and it has been argued the drive of the invaders could have 

occurred during her regency (Robins, 1993). Although there is no hard evidence for this 

theory, it is clear that Queen Ahhotep was instrumental in Kemet reclaiming its throne. 

During King Ahmose reign, he required that people paid homage to his mother for her 

role in galvanizing the people and urging them to fight (Tydesley, 1994). He wrote the 

following inscription on a stelae at Karnak: 

The king’s wife, the noble lady, who knew everything 

Assembled Kemet. She looked after what her Sovereign 

Had established. She guarded it.  

She assembled her fugitives.  

She brought together her deserters. 

She pacified her Upper Egypt.  

She subdued her rebels’  

The king’s wife Ahhotep given life (Wimby, p 42, 2006).  

 

The amount of detail given to the role she played in reclaiming Egypt is evidence that 

Queen Ahhotep was a formidable force and that she was very instrumental in founding 

the New Kingdom.  

She was given the title of “Mistress of the Two Lands” further speaking to her 

role in uniting the kingdoms. According to Graves-Brown, such a title was comparable to 

that held by kings (2010). Other titles that she held were “Divine Wife of Amun” “Royal 
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Mother” and “Great Royal Wife” (Buttles, 1908). Queen Ahhotep lived to see the reign 

of her grandson Amenhotep I and her great grandson Thutmoses I (Buttles, 1908). It is 

believed that she lived to one hundred years (Buttles, 1908). She received a glorious tomb 

burial that included “necklace of three gold flies on a chain; the so-called Order of the 

Golden Fly, which was a military decoration given for valour” (Watterson, p 149, 1991) 

given credence to her son’s claims that she was instrumental in the war that repossessed 

Egypt. Throughout her lifetime as Queen, the evidence shows that she played critical role 

in the affairs of the state and its ability to obtain independence. Her actions fostered 

Egypt’s success to regain sovereign rule. Needless to say, Queen Ahhotep’s leadership to 

her country was invaluable.   

Queen Ahmose-Nefertari 

The daughter of Queen Ahhotep, Queen Ahmose-Nefertari, proved to be an 

efficient leader in her own right, perhaps due to the influence provided by her great 

mother. Queen Ahmose-Nefartari was the principal wife of her brother King Ahmose 

(Buttles, 1908; Wimby, 2006). During the reign of her husband, she was included in the 

decisions executed at the state level. Evidence recorded on a stele explains that when 

Ahmose sought to build a project to commemorate their grandmother Tetisheri; he first 

received the approval from his wife (Wimby, 2006). Queen Ahhotep assisted her husband 

in addition to taking a lead role on various projects and positions. She took the initiative 

in restoring thirteen temples and cults that were overlooked during the invasion of foreign 

rulers (Lesko, 1996). She held the position of ‘God’s Wife of Amun’, which allowed her 

to exercise power among the priest in the temples. Her position seated her as the high 
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priestess; the head of all the women in the temple and the head of the college of 

priestesses.  

King Ahmose granted his wife, Queen Ahmose-Nefertari even more power within 

the temple by appointed her as the Second Prophet of Amun (Wimby, 2006). Given that 

the Amun priesthood yielded great power, it is likely that Ahmose appointed his wife to 

occupy the position for political reach and influence. At the time of her installment, she 

was only the second woman to have held such a prestigious position (Wimby, 2006). 

Queen Ahmose-Nefertari was “responsible for civil as well as religious functions” such 

as collecting the offerings for the deities and managing the people that worked in the 

fields owned by the temple (Wimby, p42, 2006).  She outlived her husband Ahmose and 

became a regent with her young son Amenhotep I for seven years until he reached an 

appropriate age to rule as Pharaoh; however she remained an advisor to her son during 

his reign (Lesko, 1996). She was given the title “Female Chieftain of Upper and Lower 

Egypt” (Lesko, p 14, 1996) which could have been a recognition to honor the time she 

reign as regent with her younger son.  Other titles included “Royal daughter”, “Royal 

sister”, “Great Royal Wife”, “Divine Mother”, and “Great Ruler, joined to the Beautiful 

White Crown” (Buttles, p 59, 1908). She was even afforded an uncommon title which 

dated back to the Old Kingdom, “the one who says all things and they are done for her” 

(Lesko, 1996, p14). Among all of her the titles, Queen Ahmose-Nefertari preferred 

‘God’s Wife of Amun’ (Wimby, 2006); perhaps because it yielded the Queen with the 

most political power. 

Ahmose-Nefertari along with her son Amenhotep I founded the community of 

Deir el- Medina that housed the workers that built the Valleys of Kings (Fletcher, 2004). 
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Flectcher contends that it is possible that the Valley of Kings was founded by Queen 

Ahmose-Nerfertari. She reasons that: 

 monarchs, of course, usually began their tombs early in their reign to 

allow enough time to complete the work, but at his accession Amenhotep I 

was only a small child and presumably not yet old enough to deal with 

such matters. It was highly likely, therefore, that his mother, ruling on his 

behalf, gave the order for the preparation of her son’s burial site. And if 

this is the first royal tomb in the valley, there’s a very good chance that the 

Valley of the Kings was founded by a woman (p 212, 2004) 

 

Although it is all speculative, such a theory is not farfetched given that Queen Regents 

were very influential in the reign of their sons. Often than not, all of the credit is not 

properly given to the mother or the wife because it does fit into Kemet’s ideal world. As a 

result, it seems that we are left with many holes unfilled due to the lack of information on 

the women that went beyond the supportive role. Queen Ahmose-Nefertari lived into the 

kingship of her son’s successor, Thutmose I, who also greatly honored her (Graves-

Brown, 2010). He built a statue in her honor at Karnak (Graves-Brown, 2010). It seems 

that the Queen must have had an impact in the reign of the new king Thutmose I since he 

paid her much honor. Or perhaps he was made aware of all the great accomplishments 

she was responsible for while her husband and son were in power.  

 At the time of her death, Ahmose-Nefertari was honored by being buried in a 

huge coffin (Lesko, 1996). Even after her death, she was worshipped for centuries by 

people near Deir el-Medina that prayed to both her and her son Amenhotep I during 

difficult times (Watterson, 1994).  Shrines were erupted in her veneration in these local 

communities as well (Lesko, 1996). She was worshipped as the “Mistress of the Sky” and 

“Lady of the West” among her cult which was mostly comprised of tomb workers 
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employed by the Pharaoh (Graves-Brown, 2010).  Buttles further explains deification of 

Queen Ahmose-Nefertari:  

Her devotees elevated her to the highest heavens, where seated by Amen, 

Mut, and Khonsu, she was adored as a divinity equal to the persons of the 

sacred Theban Trinity. She was more highly revered than any of those 

sainted Pharaohs who had been raised to the Egyptian Pantheon. This 

worship of the queen and her family was more frequent and of longer 

duration than that of any other monarch. To her cult was attached a special 

priesthood, who recited in her honour the formulae of prayers used in 

addressing the gods; and a large shrine sacred to the queen was borne in 

procession on a bark, in the same manner that the shrines of the gods were 

carried (1908, p 61).  

 

The deification of Queen Ahmose-Nefertari that lasted 600 years cannot be overlooked as 

simply matter of fact but rather it should be presumed that she must have been a 

remarkable Queen and awesome leader of Egypt. The evidence is limited but it is 

reasonable to assume that she was highly respected and praised for reasons that go 

beyond what is currently known.  

Queen Tiye 

Unlike her predecessors, Queen Tiye established quite a name for herself despite 

the fact that she did not originate from royal heritage. However, Queen Tiye’s family 

origins did position her above the average woman within Egypt. She was born into an 

affluent family; for her parents Thuya and Yuyu were Nubian born high priest for the 

Temple of Amun and Min (Spottswood- Simon, 2006) located in Akhmin (Hawass, 

2000).  Her brother Aanen was a priest in Heliopolis occupying the position Second 

Prophet of Amun (Spottswood-Simon, 2006). Her father was honored so by receiving the 

title “God’s father” once his daughter became Queen (Hawass, 2000) thereby, further 

elevating his status position. 
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 During the 18
th

 dynasty, Kemet had reestablished control over Nubia despite their 

resistance. Nubia, “the Land of Gold” provided Egypt with a significant amount of 

wealth and power (Spottswood-Simon, 2006, p 57). It has been theorized that King 

Amenhotep III chose to marry Queen Tiye for political reasons in order to pacify Nubia 

rather than for his love of Tiye. The king essentially went against the status quo by 

making a woman his principal wife that was not his blood relative. Amenhotep III made 

Queen Tiye his “Great royal Wife” and she remained his principal wife throughout his 

reign even though he accumulated many other wives as King (Watterson, 1994). If it had 

been a political move on the behalf of Amenhotep III, his treatment of Queen Tiye 

surpassed the expectations levied on any political marriage. He continuously went above 

and beyond in attempt to confess his love and admiration that he held for Queen Tiye. He 

proclaimed to his Queen the following inscription:  

…the Princess, the most praised, the lady of grace, sweet in her 

love, who fills the palace with her beauty, the Regent of the North and 

South, the Great Wife of the King who loves her, the lady of both lands, 

Tiye…(Spottswood-Simon, 2006).  

 

Queen Tiye was bestowed with lavish gifts by her husband that included a man-made 

lake, grand palaces, and a temple in her dedication (Spottswood-Simon, 2006).  In the 

city of Soleb located in Nubia, Amenhotep III not only built a temple dedicated to the 

worship of himself but he also built a separate temple for the worship of his wife 

(Hawass, 2006). She was the first Queen that was granted such a high honor 

(Spottswood-Simon, 2006). Her temple was constructed in Sedeinga, a city ten miles 

from Soleb, in which she was portrayed “as the earthly manifestation of the goddess 

Hathor” and she was also worshipped “as the goddesses Tefnut, Isis,, Mut, Maat, Taweret 

and Sekmet” which attributed her with divine qualities such as fertility, protection and 
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justice (Lesko, 1996).  Queen Tiye thus became a divinity in her own right as she ruled as 

Queen. She was able to gain her personal wealth from the properties acquired from her 

husband (Spottswood-Simon, 2006). In addition to wealth, she was a well-educated 

woman that was literate, a skill that was not as common among many Kemetic women. 

She possessed her own library that was filled with papyrus scrolls comprised of 

“religious, historical, and scientific texts, poetry, and stories” (Spottswood-Simon, 2006, 

p 58). It is reasonable to argue that her scope of knowledge contributed to her ability to 

lead and advise others as Queen.  

Queen Tiye was the mother of four daughters and three sons. She mothered 3 sons 

Amenhotep IV/Ahkenaten, Smenkare, and Tutankhamen that reign as kings of Egypt 

(Spottswood-Simon, 2006). Queen Tiye proved during the reign of her husband and her 

first son that she was politically inclined and capable of making decisions that best 

benefitted the nation of Egypt. In a colossal funerary sculpture, King Amenhotep IV and 

Queen Tiye were depicted as the same size which hinted to the idea that she could have 

been his co-monarch (Lesko, 1996, Spottswood-Simon, 2006). Amenhotep III ignored 

the artistic customs which portrayed the Queen knee high to the king, instead it was upon 

his request that Queen Tiye be depicted as his equal (Spottswodd-Simon, 2006). Queen 

Tiye was shown accompanying her husband at Sed festivals which represented the 

renewing of kingship (Robins, 1993). In other cases, she was presented in a kingly 

manner. She was depicted as a sphinx on a tomb in Khemef striking two enemies in 

female form. It was rare for Queens to be represented as a sphinx since it is traditionally a 

male role for Kings (Tyledesley, 1994). Additionally, her name was written on a 

cartouche similar to that of a king (Hawass, 2000).  She was the first Queen to wear “the 
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divine Hathoric headdress” (Capel and Markoe, 1996), a symbol of power that is further 

evidence of her rule as co-monarch.  

Besides the symbolic representations of power, there is evidence that Queen Tiye 

actually was very active in the politics of the state. She maintained power during the 

reign of her husband so much that when he became ill, it was Queen Tiye that the state 

relied on to make political decisions. When her husband died, she proved to be the most 

reliable leader over her young son. While her son Amenhotep IV/Ahkenaten was busy 

focusing on religion reform he neglected the political affairs of the state. Queen Tiye 

stepped in to fill the void as secretary of the state (Spottswood-Simon, 2006). Letters 

from foreign rulers dealing with political matters were addressed to Queen Tiye even 

though her son was the ruling king.  King Tushrata of Mittannian stated in a letter to the 

King’s Mother, Tiye, that they wished to maintain peaceful relationships during the reign 

of her son as had been accomplished during the reign of her husband (Hawass, 2000).  

The letter stated the following:  

You know that I lived on friendly terms with your husband, and that your 

husband lived on friendly terms with me. You know, just as my messenger 

knows, the words that I have written and spoken to your husband, and the 

words which he has written back to me. You yourself know best all the 

words which we have spoken together. No one else knows them.  

 

This letter is proof that Queen Tiye had a hand in state affairs, home and aboard, 

otherwise, the message would have been sent directly to the new king. She maintained 

the security of the state and other conquered lands. As a Nubia Queen of Egypt, Tiye 

represented her people to the highest degree while remaining loyal to her newly acquired 

royal status.   
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Queen Nefertiti 

The daughter-in-law of Queen Tiye, Queen Nefertiti established her own name as 

Queen consort of Amenhotep IV/Ahkenaten. Some have even argued that she served as 

king in some capacity (Flectcher, 2004). Although the evidence is lacking to prove that 

she reigned as Pharaoh (Tyldesley, 2004); there is enough to prove that she exercise a 

considerable amount of power as Queen. Like Queen Tiye, Nefertiti was not of royal 

heritage and her ethnic background is not yet clear but scholars have theorized that she 

was a member of Queen’s Tiye family therefore being of Nubian origin (Hawass, 2000: 

Lesko, 1996). As the ‘The Great Royal wife,’ Queen Nefertiti was greatly rejoiced by her 

husband who bestowed upon her a lengthy list of titles:  

Heiress, Great One of the palace, fair face, adorned in the double plumes, 

lady of joy, at the sound of whose voice the king rejoices, possessor of 

grace, great of love, whose arrangements please the king, leader of Aten’s 

encourage, who satisfies him as he rises at dawn, Everything she say is 

done, the Great Royal Wife, his beloved, the Lady of Egypt, 

Neferneferuaten-Nefertiti, may she live forever (Fletcher, 2004, p 267).  

 

Queen Nefertiti earned a high amount of respect and trust from her husband, as she was 

also given the title ‘The high and mighty one in the palace and one trusted by the King’ 

(Fletcher, 2004, p 258). Nefertiti’s name translated to the “the beautiful one is come” and 

once she converted to the full worship of the new God Aten, she added the following 

suffix to her name: “Neferneferuaten” meaning “Beautiful is the beauty of the Aten” 

(Hawass, 2000). Her husband changed his name from Amenhotep IV to Akenaten in 

order to replace the old supreme deity Amen in his name with the new supreme deity 

Aten (Hawass, 2000).  In the fifth year of Ahkenaten kingship, he changed the state 

religion from the worship of Amen at Karnak to the worship of Aten in Ahkenaten, 
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presently known as Amarna (Graves-Brown, 2010). He decreed that all the old deities of 

the Egyptian pantheon could no longer be worshipped (Hawass, 2000) and that Aten was 

to be worshipped as sole supreme creator (Sanchez, 2006). Additionally, he build a new 

capital city called Akhenaten meaning “horizon of the Aten” where his family new home 

and temples were built for the worship of the sun god Aten (Sanchez, 2006).  

Queen Nefertiti played an active and often leading role in state rituals. Serving in 

the position of highest priestess, she is depicted making offerings to the Aten alone as 

well as with her husband or daughters. In such scenes, Queen Nefertiti and King 

Ahkenaten are performing rituals “side by side, often dressed in the same clothes, holding 

the same regalia” (Fletcher, 2004, p 275). She wore the horns and sun disk associated 

with the deity Hathor and Aset in the first few years of the reign of her husband, however 

once the conversion was made to the new state religion, her regalia changed (Robins, 

1993). The Queen’s new choice of headdress was the tall blue flattop headdress which 

carried “its own overtones of fertility and rejuvenation” thus linking the queen with the 

deity Tefnut (Tyldesley, 2004, p 143). Queen Nefertiti and her husband formed a family 

triad in which she represented Tefnut while he represented Shu, the moisture and air 

deities from the old pantheon. The triad was composed of the Aten, Ahkenaten and 

Nefertiti. Nefertiti represented the feminine principle in the state religion (Watterson, 

1994). The family triad was clearly a move to mimic the trinities from the former state 

religion such as Amen, Mut, and Khonsu inThebes (Capel and Markoe, 1994). Although 

it is perplexing that any of the older deities would have been preserved in this way.    

Many depictions of Queen Nefertiti suggest that she played a dominant role or at 

least an equal role to her husband as King. Co-rule between husband and wife in Ancient 
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Egypt often is difficult to prove conclusively. The evidence leaning towards co-monarchy 

is usually documented through the iconography which leaves much room for 

interpretation. However, it seems that much skepticism arise when one attempts to 

challenge the notion that Queens were simply supportive wives; a haste conclusion that 

could relate to the researcher worldview than the actual evidence. Nonetheless, the 

images created during Ahkenaten’ reign points towards co-monarchy.  For example, 

Ahkenaten is most commonly shown having female attributes such as breast and wide 

hips while Nefertiti is sometimes shown wearing “the traditional false bread of kingship” 

(Fletcher, 2004). Curiously, she was sometimes shown to the right of her husband rather 

than the left: the position in which Queens are customarily situated (Lesko, 1996). Often 

she was depicted in near size to her husband Ahkenaten (Capel and Markoe, 1994). 

Queen Nefertiti is also shown wearing the atef crown in a scene with her husband who is 

wearing the same crown, though more elaborate.  Such a privileged was enjoyed 

primarily by Kings as explained by Tyldesley:  

The atef, a highly complicated headdress which, during the New 

Kingdom, incorporated ostrich feathers, ram and bull horns, a solar disc 

and numerous uraei, was invariably associated with kings and with the cult 

of Orisis; the only other woman known to have worn this crown was 

Hatchepsut in her role as female pharaoh ( 2004, p 144).  

 

Another crown she is shown wearing is the “true Pharaohs crown- the blue helmet 

favored by kings of the New Kingdom” (Lesko, 1996, p 21). It is viable that she is shown 

wearing elite crowns because it best reflected her ascribed duties as co-ruler. She is 

“illustrated in the ritual act of smiting the foes of Egypt, a traditional male role hitherto 

exclusively reserved for the pharaoh” (Tyldesley, 1994, p 235). At Karnak, she is 

portrayed as a sphinx which is also a representation held for the pharaoh (Capel and 
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Markoe, 1994). Along with her fearsome side, she was as independent leader of her state 

engaging in activities such as “awarding gold to the elite, parading in a royal palanquin 

and even driving her own chariot” (Tyldesley, 2004, p146). The various examples show 

that Nefertiti exerted a high degree of power and that she maintained a level of 

independence comparable to that of a King. 

Nefertiti and Ahkenaten had six daughters together. Many scenes show the entire 

family in intimate settings (Lesko, 1996). Nefertiti was a leader but most importantly she 

was a mother: an aspect that was often emphasized through images. In some scenes, her 

stomach is protruding through her gown while in others she is showed with her daughters 

giving them much affection (Fletcher, 2004).  

Once her husband died, she posed as a threat to the Amun priesthood (Sanchez, 

2006) since she remained a strong advocate for the Aten. However, once power was 

given to her husband successor, the old state religion was restored.  

 The Queens reviewed in the section represents a significant amount of women 

who were able to use their position as ‘Great Royal Wife’ or ‘King’s Mother’ to access 

power during the reign of their husbands or son, in some cases both. These women 

proved to be great leaders and advisors to the reigning Pharaoh. It can be deducted that 

the actions of these women, along with the Kings, contributed to Ancient Egypt ability to 

function at a high capacity during the New Kingdom.  

Female Kings 

According to the Egyptian scribe Manetho, circa 285 B.C, a decree was made 

during the Old Kingdom that stated “women might hold the kingly office” in Ancient 

Egypt (Fletcher, 2004, p 187). Although it was legal for women to occupy the position of 
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king, history proves that it most certainly was not the norm given that “only four out of 

two to three hundred kings were female” (Robins, 1993). The four women that have been 

recorded to rule over Egypt are King Nitokerty of the Old Kingdom, King Sobekneferu 

of Middle Kingdom, King Hapshesut and King Tausret of the New Kingdom. However, 

it would be in error to disregard these instances as insignificant despite the fact the list is 

short. The avenues that made it possible for a woman to achieve the highest political 

position in the land are certainly worth further examination. The subsequent discussion 

will closely analyze the paths that the two female kings of the New Kingdom took to 

obtain and maintain political power in their transition from Queens to Kings.  

King Hatshepsut 

The most infamous woman to have ever ruled as King of Egypt is undeniably, 

Hatshepsut. Her road to kingship can be described as unorthodox as well as brilliant! She 

was the daughter of Queen Ahmose and King Thutmose I who ruled circa 1504-1492 

B.C.E. Thutmose I was the son of Amenhotep I and Ahotep II, a sister-brother pair whose 

parents were Queen Ahmose-Nefertari and King Ahmose, the first Pharaoh of the 18
th

 

dynasty. Hatshepsut, following in the legacy of her highly adept ancestresses Queen 

Ahmose-Nefertari and Queen Ahhotep, proved to be an efficient Queen and strategic co-

regent.  

Hatshepsut meaning ‘foremost of Noble women’ (Graves-Brown, 2010), was the 

only child that survived out of three other children conceived from her parents’ union 

(Redd, 2006). King Thutmose I had a son, Thutmose II, by a lesser wife, that became his 

successor. Hatshepsut was married to her half-brother Thutmose II and together they had 

two daughters Nefrure and Merytra-Hatshepsut (Redd, 2006). As Queen, she was given 
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the priestly position of ‘God’s Wife of Amun’ which she preferred to use over other titles 

such as ‘King’s daughter’ or ‘King’s Wife’ (Graves-Brown, 2010).  Since King 

Thutmose II was a very sickly man, it is likely that his illness made it difficult for him to 

be an effective ruler. It is believed that Hatshepsut co-ruled with him for his entire reign 

of 13 years (Redd, 2006). Given her husband’s condition, it would have been necessary 

for Hatshepsut to step up to assist him similar to cases in which Queens are expected to 

co-rule when a successor was too young to rule alone. During the reign of Thutmose II, 

Hatshepsut developed the necessary tools to become a capable leader which she applied 

in her reign as regent and King. When King Thutmose II died, he decreed that his son by 

a lesser wife, Thutmose III, was to inherit the throne but it was also clear the Hatshepsut 

was to rule as his co- regent until he was an appropriate age. The following passage 

illuminates the request:  

The King [Thutmose II] ascended to the Heavens and united joined the 

company of the gods; his son [Thutmose III] took his place…His sister, 

the divine woman Hatshepsut, adjusted the affairs of the two kingdoms 

according to her own mind (Redd, 2006).  

 

 The people of Egypt were in support of Hatshepsut’s co-regency and they trusted her 

with all the affairs of the state. Hatshepsut dominant role during her husband’s kingship 

greatly prepared her to rule as regent although essentially she was ruling all alone given 

the fact that Thutmoses III was so young.  

It is not clear the reasons that motivated Hatshepsut to make the drastic move 

from regent to Pharaoh, however, theories are abound. Hawass argues that perhaps her 

“ambitions could not be restrained” and that she may have experienced too much power 

to give it up (2000). Conversely, it is my contention that Hatshepsut felt that she had been 
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doing all of the work of a King but without receiving proper credit particularly as she co-

ruled with her sickly husband. She subsequently was asked to “co-rule” with her 

stepson/nephew even though he was not going to be doing any of the work. Perhaps all of 

this pushed the Queen to proclaim herself King given the fact that she was preforming all 

of the Kingly duties. Although no explanation can be proven, it is likely that Hatshepsut 

was at the breaking point and needed to make a political stance. By year 7 of her regency 

with Thutmose III, she had made the transition from Queen to King (Dorman, 2005). 

Some images of her as a Queen that were feminine in nature were replaced with 

masculine images of Hatshepsut wearing Kingly garb. She wore a gold bread, kilt, and 

crown to symbolize her power as a King; however, she never claimed to be a man. She 

retained her female gender while simultaneously appropriating the symbols of Kingship 

associated with men. Hatshepsut was not the first female King in Kemetic history but she 

was the first woman to claim to be the “Living Heru’ (Redd, 2006). She was also the first 

ruler to have the divine birth scene in her tomb (Graves-Brown, 2010). She contrived a 

story of her divine birth in order to validate her position as king despite the contradictions 

that her gender presented.  Redd gives a summary of Hatshepsut’s divine right to the 

throne: 

She said Amun, in the guise of Thutmose I, blessed the astonished, but 

elated Ahmose with his seed (Immaculate Conception). Ahmose was 

depicted giving birth to a male child (Hatshepsut). Hatshepsut, dressed in 

boyish garb, was then illustrated standing between Amun and Khons, 

undergoing the ritual of purification. As they poured water over her head, 

Amun and Khons, in unison, recited “thou are pure, together with thy 

Ka…the great dignity of the  ‘Living Horus’ of Upper and Lower Kemet.” 

Amun and Khons promised Hatshepsut a brilliant future and presented her 

to the pantheon (2006, p 207).  
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Hatshepsut even discontinued any discussion of her husband Thutmose II which would 

have challenged her story of divine birth (Dorman, 2005). Kemetic society was highly 

spiritual, just as any African society, and the people exhibited a strong relationship with 

their creator, therefore, it was necessary for Hatshepsut to galvanized support from the 

masses by displaying her strong relationship with Amen. 

Hatshepsut accumulated a horde of titles throughout the various political positions 

she held. As king, she was known as “Maat is the Ka of Re” meaning “The proper 

manifestation of the sun’s lifeforce” (Dorman, 2005, p 88). Others titles were “Son of the 

Sun”, “The Horus of Gold”, “God is Rising”, “Conqueror of all Lands”, “Lady of Both 

Lands”, “Chief Spouse of Amun”  and the “The Mighty One” (Redd, 2006, p 207). 

However she did not take on the masculine name “Mighty Bull of Maat” which denoted 

the potency of men (Redd, 2006). Hatshepsut’s path to kingship arguably was not an easy 

road. She would have needed a lot of support especially from the state’s bureaucracy 

which was predominantly male. She was able to compile a team of competent men that 

gave her the needed support and worked in her interest: Ineni, was an architect that 

worked with her father, Hapuseneb was an architect and vizier, Nihisi was chief treasurer, 

Ibebny was the head of the mines in Kush, and Puemre was a momument inspector 

among other men (Redd, 2006). Senmut, a man of common background, held the most 

titles in her entire political camp, one being “Chief Steward of the ‘Living Heru’ (Redd, 

2006). King Hatshepsut organized the first voyage to the land of Punt, the coast of 

Somalia, where she brought back riches and exotic plants that were later domesticated in 

Kemet (Diop, 1989). Senmut was assigned head of the expedition to the land of Punt that 

took two years. Her reign was also characterized by major building projects in “the Nile 
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valley proper (Elephantine, Kom Ombo, Hierakonpolis/ El Kab, Geb el Silsila, Meir, 

Batn el- Baqqara and Speos Artemidos, Hermopolis, and Armant)”, as well as Nubia and 

the Sinai (Keller, 2005). Her building projects usually focused on restoration and were 

concentrated in Thebes. They also were very unique which could have been her desire to 

stand out from other kings. She raised two pair of obelisks, one pair to honor her 16
th

 year 

of Kingship. Hatshepsut proclaimed the following to address her reasoning behind raising 

the obelisks:  

Beware of saying, “I know not, I know not: 

Why has this been done? 

To fashion a mountain of gold throughout,  

Like something that just happened.” 

I swear, as I am loved of Ra,  

As Amen, my father, favors me,  

As my nostrils are refreshed with life and dominion,  

As I wear the white crown,  

As I appear with the red crown,  

As the Two Lands have joined their portions for me,  

As I rule this land like the son of Nut,  

As Ra rests in the evening bark, 

As he joins his two mothers in the god’s ship, 

As sky endures, as his creation lasts, 

As I shall rest in life Atum- 

So as regards these two great  obelisks,  

Wrought with electrum by my majesty for my father Amen,  

In order that my name may endure in the temple,  

For eternity and everlastingness,  

They are each of one block of hard granite,  

Without seam, without joining together! (Asante and Abarry, 1996, p 115) 

 

One obelisk still remains today and serves as a standing memory of her awesome 

architectural history and kingship.  In her words, “those who will hear these things will 

not say that what I have said is an exaggeration, but instead will say: “How like her it is, 

to offer to her father (Amun)’!” (Keller, 2005, p 97). Clearly, Hatshepsut was attempting 
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to make herself a historical figure whose actions would astonish people for generations to 

come. Needless to say, she was successful!   

The reign of Hatshepsut has generally been thought to have been peaceful and 

void of any wars; however, there is evidence that goes against this idea. An inscription 

found at the island of Sehel gives accounts of a military campaign in which Hatshepsut 

reign notorious. The inscription reads:  

I following the good god, the King of Upper and Lower Egypt 

[Hatshepsut], may she live! I saw when he overthrew the Nubian bowman, 

and when their chiefs were brought to him as living captives. I saw when 

he razed Nubia, I being in his majesty’s following (Redford, p 57).  

 

As king, Hatshepsut would have been expected to fight in battle if one were to occur 

during her reign therefore is it possible that she did in fact play a role in suppressing a 

Nubian revolt. Another piece of evidence that supports the notion that a war occurred 

during Hatshepsut kingship was found in a temple at Deir el-Bahri. One image depicts 

“the Nubian god Dedwen leading captive southerners to the queen” while a second image 

in the same vicinity show Hatshepsut “as a sphinx crushing her enemies beneath her feet” 

(Redford, p58). In conjunction with the aforementioned scenes, a fragmented inscription 

found in Dier el-Bahri translations reveal that a war took place during the reign of 

Thutmose I and perhaps the war continued or reemerged during Hatshepsut’s reign. A 

section of the inscription reads, “she has destroyed the southern lands” and claimed that 

“all lands are beneath her feet” (Redford, p 59). All of these accounts could be describing 

the same event or perhaps several small wars but what seems to be clear it that the female 

king was a fearsome warrior. Opposition was not obsolete during her reign. She 

experienced great challenge from the Shemau, a Palestinian ethnic group that refused to 
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perform their civic duties under her orders because they believed her kingship to be a 

fluke (Redd, 2006). In a move to assert her authority, she sent her army to bring them to 

submission but they fled to Sinai (Redd, 2006). Hatshepsut was a proponent of peace and 

harmony; however, any challenges against her kingship and kingdom were addressed 

with much force.   

By her 17
th

 regal year, Thutmose III was depicted a few steps behind Hatshepsut 

but by year 20, they were depicted as equal (Redd, 2006). Perhaps year 20 of her reign is 

when her power began to decline and when Thutmose III was able to reclaim the throne. 

It is not known what happen to Hatshepsut after the year 22 of her reign. It is possible 

that she died naturally or by force or she was dethroned and exiled. She was not buried in 

her tomb and her body has not been found. Once Thutmose III became sole ruler he 

replaced the images of Hatshepsut with his own and that of Thutmose I and II, however, 

he did not act immediately (Graves-Brown, 2010). The destruction of her monuments and 

erasure of her images was said to take place 20 years into Thutmose III reign as King 

(Keller, 2005). Many scholars speculate that this period was too long to be evidence of 

revenge (Graves-Brown, 1994; Hawass, 2000; Robins, 1993). It is possible that the newly 

King first sought to handle the affairs of the state and become a likable figure in the eyes 

of the people before he attempted to destroy the memory of a woman that many 

supported. Also, there is no evidence that there were dissent between Hatshepsut and 

Thutmoses III during their co-monarchy (Dorman, 2005).  Even if Thutmoses III was not 

angry with his aunt for usurping his position, there were other powerful factions that did 

not support her position as king. The images of Hatshepsut as king were destroyed but 

her images as Queen remained in place (Dorman, 2005). Thus it is possible that the 
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priesthood of Amun led in the destruction efforts in order to rid of the events that 

challenged the Egyptian worldview; the masculine nature of the “Living Heru” (Keller, 

2005).  

Hatshepsut was in a league of her own. She led an extraordinary building 

campaign that set her apart from kings. She was able to manipulate a spiritual political 

system that had been in place for hundreds of years so that she could attain the highest 

position of the land which she maintained for 22 years. Of course, she was not that far 

from the top but it is still noteworthy since the assumption of “the Living Heru” by a 

woman was only done once in Kemetic History! She controlled a team of efficient male 

advisors, all of which who occupied a supportive position in her reign. She organized the 

first expedition to the land of Punt, proved to be a great fighter and protector over her 

kingdom. She forced herself into the lineage of “Living Horuses” once she claimed the 

divine birth for herself. Perhaps she reasoned that it was the only way to legitimize her 

reign and legacy. Hatshepsut truly gives credence to the truism that says, “If you can’t 

beat them, join them!”  

King Tausret 

Similar to Hatshepsut, female King Tausret occupied power after she first served 

as Queen of a reigning Pharaoh. King Tausret reign during the 19
th

 dynasty of the New 

Kingdom after the death of her husband’s successor. It is believed that she may be the 

granddaughter of Ramses II that reign for 60 years! Once he died, his thirteenth son 

Merenptah took the throne. Already at a reasonable older age, Merenptah was only able 

to occupy the throne for 12 years before he died. Merenptah’s first son, Sety II was to 

inherit the throne; however, he was met with much resistance by a man name 
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Amenmesse for reasons unknown. It has been speculated that Amenmesse was a prince 

of a lesser wife. Amenmesse did occupy control of the “Theban area down to Nubia from 

years 2-4 of Sety II reign” (Callendar, 2012, p 27). Once Sety II reclaimed the throne, his 

challengers’ name was erased from the records and replaced by his own name. 

King Sety II’s principal wife was Queen Tausret.  Tausret’s husband died in year 

6 of his reign at around 25 years old (Callendar, 2012). Given that he was so young, it is 

likely that his wife Tausret was of a similar age. The next person to come to throne was 

Ramesses-Siptah. Queen Tausret served as his regent since he was about ten years old 

when he came into power. Siptah was supported by a man of unknown origins named 

Bay that became his Chancellor. Chancellor Bay has been attributed to helping Siptah 

claim the throne. Initially, it was theorized that Bay, Siptah, and Tausret formed a power 

base together in which they ruled as a threesome. However, recent evidence reveals that 

Bay was killed by the King Siptah (Callendar, 2012). The politics of how Siptah came 

into power are very obscure however it is clear that he was not the son of the principal 

wife, Tausret. Since there were no other legitimate heirs of the throne when Siptah 

eventually died in year 6 of his rule, Queen Tausret became king (Callendar, 2012).  

Tausret accumulated a host of titles given that she held three distinct positions: 

Queen, Regent and King. She held the title “Great royal Wife” which changed to the 

“Great Regent of all Land” to finally the Horus name “Strong Bull, beloved Maat” 

(Callendar, 2012, p 36). The titled “Strong bull” was associated with Ramesses II and 

Thutmose I while “beloved Maat” was the feminine version of the title “beloved of Re” 

used by her husband Sety II (Callendar, 2012).  Other titles that she held were 

“Hereditary Princess”, “Lady Sweet of Love”, “Mistress of Upper and Lower”, “Great of 
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praises” and “The Powerful One,” a name associated with the cobra goddess Wadjet. She 

also had the curious name “founding Egypt and crushing the foreigners” (Callender, 

2012). Tauset is the only person to have had such a title therefore it could be evidence of 

true events that occurred during her reign.  

Although the evidence is limited, Callender contends that the title could reflect 

“foreign invasions into Egypt, or perhaps some border conflict with people from the Near 

East” (2012, p 36). A vase was found between the Dead Sea and the Sea of Galilee which 

was embedded with the name Tausret-Setepenmut, meaning “chosen of Mut” (Roehrig, 

2012). A jar was excavated from the coast of Lebanon that had Tausret’s titles “Lady of 

strength’ and “Lady of Action who subdues foreign lands” (Roehrig, 2012, p59). 

Although very little is known about her reign as King, we can gather that she was 

involved in activities extending as far as the “Near East”  She also carried out 

“expeditions to Sinai for copper and turquoise”  (Hawass,2000, p 35) and is responsible 

for several building projects including the work done on her burial location.  

The tomb of Tausret was buried in the Valley of the Kings which went against 

tradition given that most royal wives were buried in the Valley of the Queens. Sety II 

began working on Tauset’s tomb during his 2
nd

 year of reign showing that “very early on 

she played a more significant role in the court than that of most principal queens” 

(Rorhrig, 2012, p52). It is also suspected that she could have ruled as co-monarch with 

her husband since her tomb was buried in a space reserved primarily for kings (Rorhrig, 

2012). Her tomb was constructed to be a small version of Ramses II’s tomb but was later 

altered during her reign as King to be the same size as the average King’s tomb 

(Altenmuller, 2012). The next person to inheritor the throne after Tausret was Setnakht, 
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the first king of the 20
th

 dynasty. Once Tausret died, he occupied her tomb and her names 

and images were replaced with his own (Hawass, 2000). She reigned at least 8 to 11 years 

before she was possibly dethroned although evidence still is lacking about how she died 

(Callendar, 2012). 

Women did not commonly hold the kingship position but they were relied on to 

co-rule when a successor was too young. In those cases, the woman in question was 

responsible for making all the decisions thereby performing all the duties of a King. For 

that reason, it is reasonable to argue that the decree made during the Old Kingdom which 

permitted women to hold the king position was created to allow Queens the right to co-

rule or co-regent since they would have to temporarlity hold the King post. However, 

Hatshepsut’s reign represent an oddity since she came to be King through 

nontraditionally means. Although Hatshepsut and Tausret came to power through 

different means we can still draw some connections between the avenues they took to 

access political power. First, both women served as Queens or more specifically, they 

were principal wives to the reigning King. Therefore, they both had access to the person 

with the highest power in the land. Second, they both served as co-regents with a young 

male successor that was not able to rule alone. This gave both women the time and 

preparation needed to reign as king. Third, both women became internationally known 

which speaks to the fact that they were heavily involved in foreign affairs. Fourth, it 

seems that there were attempts by the state to erase the cultural memory of their reign as 

King although not completely successful. It has been argued that women that held the 

kingship position essentially went against Kemetic worldview. However, a woman ruling 

in the place of a young King was accepted. Therefore, it can be deducted that women 
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were seen as capable rulers; however, it was frowned upon if their power position 

challenged the spiritual political order. 

Motherhood  

Women in Kemet experienced a level of equality that was exceptional as 

compared to women in ancient European empires. The Greeks were shocked when they 

witnessed the amount of privilege that Kemetic women enjoyed within the legal system 

(Hawass, 2000). Women were treated as equals under Kemetic law. They were able to 

inherited property from both their mother and father which they could decide to pass 

down to their children. Women had equal legal rights to men within their own class status 

but political influence varied depending on the status held by the person. Given the 

centralized structure of the society, only women within the top elite class could attempt to 

use motherhood to exercise political influence. However, women of the lower classes did 

seek to achieve motherhood for various reasons which in some ways improved their 

social status. Kemetic women from various classes desired to become mothers which 

went beyond the simple joy of children. Kemetic ideologies about family gave women a 

positive outlook on motherhood which helped them to receive admiration and respect 

once they become mothers.  

Marriage 

Marriage within Kemet was not a legal institution but rather it was a system that 

was controlled by the families involved. Marriage existed between a man and woman and 

was defined by a woman moving into the home of her husband. Kemetic terms for 

marriage translate to “to establish a household” and “to take as wife” (Hawass, 2000, 

p78). The primary goal of marriage for the Kemetians was to build a family through 
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having children. Women were often married around 14 years of age while men married in 

their early twenties. Women were perhaps encouraged to get married early in order to get 

an earlier start on having children since the child mortality rate was high coupled with 

women’s low life expectancy. A significant amount of women often died during child 

delivery which was also the reason why men often married more than one wife in their 

lifetime. Marriages among non-royal people were most commonly monogamous although 

there was no legal sanction against polygamy. Infidelity was frowned upon by society. 

Women and men were expected to remain loyal to their spouses unless they should 

divorce. Divorce was defined in terms of “departure” or “expulsion” (Gay, 1993). 

Divorce could be initiated by the woman or the man. People went through the legal 

system in order to determine how property and payment would be distributed among the 

parties involve. Usually, women were entitled to 1/3 of the shared property and the whole 

sum of any property she possessed before the union. Once the divorce become official, 

both man and woman were free to reestablish a household with a new person. Grounds 

for divorce included adultery and barrenness (Hawass, 2000). Women that could not have 

children were at a disadvantage because it could potential change their fate from married 

to window. According to Robins, windows were the most disadvantaged group within 

society “along with orphans, the hungry, and the naked” (1993, p73).  

Women were highly praised by their husbands and their community for being able 

to birth many children. A man that had many children also was highly respected due to its 

connection with manhood. Such a notion is illuminated through the words of the scribe 

Ani: “Happy is the man whose people are many, he is saluted on account of his progeny” 

(Hawass, 2000, p82). Men that had many children were granted with a higher status in 
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society but it was only through women that this could be achieved as explained by 

Tyldesley:  

A fertile woman was a successful woman. She was regarded by men as 

sexually attractive, was the envy of her less fortunate sisters and, as the 

mother of many children, she gained the approval of both society and her 

husband. Every man needed to prove his masculinity and potency by 

fathering as many children as possible, and to do this he had to have the 

co-operation of a fruitful wife. The wife, for her part, needed many 

children to please her husband, ensure her security within the marriage and 

enhance her status in the community. Mothers had an important and 

respected role within the family, and were frequently represented in 

positions of honour in the tombs of both their husbands and sons (1994’ p 

66) 

 

Once women became mothers their status instantly increased within their community. 

However, women that were barren could opt to change their fate by adopting or using a 

surrogate (Lesko, 1996). For example, records from Deir al-Madina show that a childless 

couple adopted a male slave in order to make him the inheritor of their property. Later, 

the adopted son devoted a stelae to his adopted father and named his children after his 

adopted parents (Hawass, 2000). Another couple, Nebnefer and Rennefer, elected to buy 

a slave woman whom they used to bare three of their children (Hawass, 2000). The 

mother Rennefer liberated the children and listed them as her heirs and arranged for the 

eldest to be married (Hawass, 2000). Presumably, women that took alternative options to 

become mother, status as the ‘Mistress of the house’ remained unchallenged (Lesko, 

1996). While it was the job of the father or husband to work and establish the home for 

his family; it was the duty of the wife to maintain the home. The wife was given the title 

‘Mistress of the house’ (Lesko, 1996) or ‘Lady of the home’ (Hawass, 2000) in which her 

responsibilities included baking, brewing, and making clothing for the entire family 

(Capel and Markoe, 1996). Although the Wisdom Literature was written only from the 
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perspective of men thus giving it a male bias; these male writers taught other men to 

respect women’s position in the home:  

Do not order your wife around in her house when you know she keeps it in 

excellent order. Do not ask her “where is it” or say to her “bring it to us” 

when she has put it in the proper place. Watch her carefully and keep 

silent and you will see how well she manages. How happy is your house 

when you support her (Karenga,1989, p 57).   

 

Women held an important position in the home, particularly as wives and mothers. The 

Kemetic woman found her true value in motherhood and heading her household. People 

were taught to respect and appreciate the role that women occupied in thier family thus in 

the community. The wife was afforded equal rights to her husband under the Kemetic 

law, as well as in gratitude. 

Socialization and Social Security 

Mothers played a role in the early socialization of their children, particularly their 

daughters. Mothers were responsible for the training of their daughters that consisted of 

the gradual initiation “into the vital tasks of housekeeping, baking and brewing, and 

textile weaving” (Hawass, 2000, p95). A daughter was usually expected to stay in her 

household until she married and moved into the home established by her husband. 

Daughters were thus a valuable source because they were able to assist their mothers in 

their home until they married. Mothers had a significant amount of influence on their 

daughters even in her marriage choices. In order to secure future marriages, men often 

talked to the mother for permission to marry her daughter (Lesko, 1996, Ye and Hongcai, 

2007). Sons were also of great value to parents. Male children inherited the offices of 

their fathers and they were responsible for performing funeral rites (Hawass, 2000). Men 

were often encouraged to start having children early to improve their chances of having a 
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son. Such sentiments are illustrated from the instructions of the scribe Ani from the New 

Kingdom:  

Take a wife while you are young,  

That she make a son for you; 

She should bear for you while you are youthful. 

It is proper to make people (Robins, 1993, p 75).  

 

Children provided their parents with a form of social security once they became adults. 

Adult men and women were expected to take care of their elderly parents as had once 

been done for them when they were children, particularly their mothers. Mothers were 

praised for caring for their children and men encouraged one another to repay their 

mothers for all that they sacrificed as explained by the scribe Ani in his Instructions:  

Double the your mother gave you,  

Support her as she supported you; 

She had a heavy load in you, 

But she did not abandon you. 

When you were born after your months, 

She was yet yoked to you, 

Her breast in your mouth for three years. 

 As you grew and your excrement disgusted,  

She was not disgusted, saying ‘What shall I do?’ 

When she sent you to school 

And you were taught to write, 

She kept watch over you daily, 

With bread and beer in her home (Robins, 1993, p 106) 

 

Mothers cared closely for their children in the early years of their lives. They carried their 

young children in slings as they went about their daily work (Hawass, 2000). They nursed 

them up to three years to provide their children with the most effective nutrients to 

protect their bodies against diseases. It can be reasoned that children developed a close 

bond with their mothers that began from inception and lasted until they transitioned into 

the afterlife. Mothers had a huge impact on their children which is evident since “many 

men list only the mother as parent in their inscriptions, and thus is true even among the 
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elite” (Lesko, 1996, p 52). Adult sons included their mothers on tomb monuments and 

sometimes the mothers were depicted in closer proximity to the male tomb owner than 

his own wife (Lesko, 1996). Obviously, mothers were esteemed so highly that their sons 

needed to make it clear even in death. Men and women also sought to have children so 

that their children could support them while in the afterlife as further explained by 

Hawass: 

The dead ancestors were part of the extended family, and it was the duty 

of the living family to look after them. They needed offerings of food and 

drink which were presented at the tomb periodically and especially at the 

great feasts.  Children were thus not only much loved for their own sakes, 

they were essential to the welfare of the parents and ancestors (2000, p82).  

 

In the African worldview, offerings such as food and drink serve as a way to maintain 

positive communication with the dead as they watch over the living. People needed to 

have children “to aid in their parents and ancestors continued existence in the afterlife 

with offerings and prayers at the tomb” (Carpel and Markoe, 1994, p51). An Instruction 

from Ani furthers exhibits this points:  

Pour libation for your father and mother who rest in the valley of the dead. 

God will witness your action and accept it. Do not forget to do this even 

when you are away from home. For as you do for your parents, your 

children will do for you also (Karenga, 1989, p 53) 

 

Thus, children were responsible for the well being of their parents in the afterlife as their 

parents had once been for them on earth.  

Children were taught to “Praise god for your father, your mother, who set you on 

your path of life!” (Hawass, 2000, p82) therefore recognizing the role of both parents in 

the socialization process. The importance of mothers could not be overstated, however, 

since it was women who prepared other women to become mothers and wives. Royal 
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women such Queen Tiye, Queen Ahmose-Nefertari and her mother Queen Ahhotep 

groomed their sons to be Kings of Kemet by teaching them how to be great leaders. 

Mothers from all class backgrounds were essential to the rearing of children which 

directly impacted who they will become as adults.  

Ritual, Healing and Nourishment  

Women put themselves in danger every time they went into child labor. 

Preventive measures were taken in order to protect the mother and her child during the 

difficult but rewarding process. For example, women prayed to the goddesses Aset, 

Taweret, and Hathor for protection over their lives and children. Incantations were 

spoken over children that called on the help of female deities: “My arms are over this 

child-the arms of Isis are over him, as she puts her arm over her son Horus” (Hawass, 

2000, p88). These chants were inscribed on beaded necklaces and placed around the neck 

of babies. Spiritual wands were also made by women and inscribed with chants to protect 

their children. The wands often depicted the goddess Taweret, “the special protectress of 

women and children” and some were inscribed with the title “Mistress of the house” or 

“Daughter of the King” (Capel and Markoe, 1996, p64). Other wands were inscribed with 

the following inscriptions: “‘Cut off the head of the enemy when he enters the chamber 

of the children whom the lady…has borne’” and “‘Protection by night, protection by 

day’” (Graves-Brown, 2010, p62). It is believed that women slept with protective wands 

at night (Robins, 1993) perhaps to ensure that their children were protected through the 

night and awakened from their sleep. The wands were also found in tomb burials to help 

the person experience rebirth (Robins, 1993). Women made fertility dolls attached with 

prayers which they dedicated to the goddess Hathor (Hawass, 2000). Female figurines or 
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fertility dolls were found in “temples, in houses, and in burials of women and children” 

(Capel and Markoe, 1996, p 65). Such dolls represented “rebirth and procreation” and 

were also placed in the burials of men and women in order to protect them through their 

rebirth journey into the afterlife (Robins, 1993).  The female padded dolls often 

resembled the goddesses Bes and Taweret that were connected to pregnancy (Capel and 

Markoe, 1996). Evidence found from houses in Deir el-Medina and Amarna show that 

private homes possessed their own private family shrines in which female fertility dolls 

were placed (Robins, 1993). Women also used female fertility dolls to help them become 

pregnant. Barren women utilized various spiritual methods such as praying to the 

ancestors for children (Capel and Markoe, 1996) and taking herbal medicine to help with 

the inability to produce children (Hawass, 2000).  

Women also used spiritual methods to speed up child birth by invoking the help 

of goddesses such as Aset and Hathor. A woman in child birth could summon up Hathor 

by saying these words: “‘Rejoicing, Rejoicing in heaven, in heaven! Birth giving is 

accelerated! Come to me, Hathor, my mistress, in my fine pavilion, in this happy hour’” 

(Robins, 1993, p 83). It is likely that such a chant helped to calm the pregnant woman and 

get her prepared mentally for the strenuous process. Post-partum rituals were preformed 

to care for new mothers after birth (Capel and Markoe, 1996). Women seemed to play the 

dominant role in the child birthing process. Men were not depicted in birthing scenes 

although they are not many child birth scenes in Kemetic iconography (Robins, 1993). 

One of the main professional jobs that women could occupy was as midwives. According 

to Watterson women that aspired to be midwives could potentially learn the skills 

necessary at the “school of midwifery in the Temple of Neith at Sais” (1991, p43), 
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however, Graves-Browns argues that “there is certainly no evidence for a school of 

midwives” (2010, p82). Despite the lack of consensus on the formal training; we do know 

that midwifery was a profession held exclusively by women that required some type of 

training, formal or informal. Since midwives were the most trained person in the delivery 

space, it is also likely that they were responsible for invoking the goddesses, speaking 

incantations to help reduce pain and keeping the mother calm (Ye and Hongcai, 2007). 

For example, the story of Reddjedet in which Aset, Nebhet, Meskeret, and Heket came 

down to deliver her three babies suggests that midwives functioned as a support system to 

the woman in labor (Watterson, 1991). The story goes as follows:  

[The] goddesses Isis, Nephthys, Meskhenet and Heket, disguised 

as musicians, were sent by the sun God, Re, to deliver the three 

children that he had fathered on Reddjedet, the wife of one of his 

priests at Heliopolis. During Reddjedet’s labour she was supported 

by Isis and Nephthys; and Meskhenet, the goddess of fate who was 

also the personification of the birth-stool, stood by to predict the 

future for the children. Heket, the royal midwife, delivered the 

three sons of Reddjedet who were destined to become kings of 

Egypt (Watterson, 1991, p44).  

 

Women played an important role as midwives by aiding in the process of bringing lives 

into the world. Other women such as wet nurses also were essential to providing 

nourishment for children therefore sustaining life.  

Women that served as wet-nurses either gave birth to a child that died or she was 

feeding two children (Robins, 1993). However, some people required that the woman 

only suckled one child. Women’s breast milk served as an important purpose and was 

highly regarded in Kemet society. Breast milk was believed to be imbued with certain 

properties and thus was put into medicines to treat “wounds, eye ailments, burns, and 

sinus infections” (Capel and Markoe, 1996, p 59).  Goddesses were also depicted nursing 
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the king of Kemet or the dead “as a means of renewal and to aid the passage from one 

state of being to another” (Robins, 1993, p 91). The divine act of suckling represented a 

person’s desired to advance within the life cycle, similarly, children were suckled by their 

mothers or wet-nurse to help them grow or advance in life.  Royal wet-nurses were so 

cherished that some were buried in the Valley of Kings such as Senetnay, wet-nurse of 

Thutmose family (Hawass, 2000). Maya, wet-nurse of King Tutankhamun, was giving a 

great burial and bestowed the titles “‘Royal wet-nurse, who feeds the body of the 

pharaoh’” and “‘beloved by the Lord of the Two lands the king’” (Hawass, 2000, p91-

92). Women who may have suffered the misfortune of losing a child could potentially 

give back to her society by provided nourishment for another child thus helping society 

advance.  

The life of the King was very important to the sustainability of the country. The 

King’s mother helped in the process of protecting her son by performing rituals on behalf 

of the King and the state. She is routinely shown after the king, making offerings in 

temples. The Kings’ mother was also depicted in scenes having direct contact with the 

supreme god Amun-Ra through her ascribed divine position in the divine birth story of 

the King as ‘the Living Heru’ (Robins, 1993). The mother of the king is seen as the 

earthy consort of Amun-Ra which bestowed upon her a level of prestige and power. Even 

if the king’s mother was not the ‘Great Royal Wife’ of the past reign, once her son 

inherited the throne she was placed at the top of the divine hierarchy. In mythology, the 

sun god Ra impregnates the sky goddess Nut and she then births him every morning 

therefore symbolically, she is the consort and mother of Ra. According to Robins, the 

king aspired to model this mythological ideal:  
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In royal mythology, the king hoped to achieve renewal through a similar 

model, in which mother and wife had to be conceptualized as identical. In 

reality, the role was split into two parts and played by separate women, but 

ritually the women were identified as one entity (1993, p41).  

 

The king’s mother and the king’s principal wife were central to the preservation of the 

states’ political power because it was through their bodies that the next king was 

potentially born. Additionally, the king’s mother held an important ritual position within 

the Kingdom which could have been similar to those enacted by mothers of common 

background who sought for protection over their children.  

Political and Economic Agency 

Women that occupied the position as principal wife or King’s Mother were able 

to exercise political power through the influence and control that they held during the 

reign of their son or husband as has been discussed among Queens such as Queen Tiye 

and Queen Nefertiti. It is reasonable to assume that such a position must have been 

sought after by lesser wives who wished for the opportunity to access the highest amount 

of power. The harem conspiracy against Rameses III reveals that women were eager to 

obtain the position of ‘King’s Mother.’ The conspiracy was initiated by lesser wife, 

Queen Tiy who plotted to assassinate King Rameses III in order to replace him with her 

son Pentwere (Hawass, 2000). The plan was not successful and all parties involved in the 

conspiracy were punished under the law. A scheme of this kind is proof that royal women 

used motherhood to access political power, albeit in this case, the lesser wife was not 

successful. 

Women of non royal backgrounds were able to use their assets as bargaining 

power. Since women like men were able to inherit and own property, they were also able 

to pass it down to their children. As mothers, women could determine if their children 
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were to receive property. For example, a woman name Naukret had eight children but 

only four of them took care of her while she was old. She changed her will to ensure that 

the children that did not care for her would not inherit her property. However, the 

children that inherited the property were also required to give her a proper burial and 

perform routine offerings as she resided in the afterlife (Ye and Hongcai, 2007). A 

woman’s son could also inherit property or public office from his maternal grandfather 

(Ye and Hongcai, 2007). Consequently, women in the Kemetic system were able to 

exercise some political agency because they had access to financial resources.  

Women in Kemet experienced a status upgrade when they entered into the realm 

of motherhood. This is particularly true for women that became the mother of the King or 

even mothers of royal children. Motherhood was a highly sought after position by women 

which is evident in the various protective measures taken to secure maternity. Symbolic 

aspects of women such as their ability to give life were taken and then packaged into 

female dolls to help members of society experience rebirth into afterlife. Women also 

were needed to provide nourishment and healing properties for members in order to help 

them advance in the life cycle. Midwives, a profession centered on childbirth, helped 

women to realize their dream of being mothers. Women therefore were not only 

responsible for giving birth but also facilitating birth. Due to the high value placed on 

children in Kemet, women were able to increase their status in society through becoming 

mothers, mothering other children through providing nourishment, or assisting with child 

birth.  
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Conclusion  

This chapter has explored how women in Ancient Egypt used spiritual authority, 

political leadership, and motherhood to exercise agency within the political realm. The 

research has revealed that women within the royal family had access to the highest 

amount of political power as compared to women of lower classes due to the centralized 

structure of the state. ‘Great royal’ women were highly recognized and included in the 

political process so as long as they did not challenge the spiritual political norm as was 

done by Hatshepsut. Women played an essential role in the political structure of the state. 

For example, the King’s principal wife was expected to serve as a co-regent when the 

next successor was too young to make decisions on behalf of the kingdom. The state also 

depended on the Queen to interfere on behalf of her husband if he was not in the best 

physical state as was the case with Queen Hatshepsut and Queen Tiye. Kemet as a nation 

relied on the expertise of women in royal positions such as the King’s mother or the 

King’s principle wife to do what was in the best interest of the nation. The authority of 

the Queen was not challenged unless; she attempted to go against the spiritual norms of 

authority. The King also used his wife or daughter to extend political reach into other 

areas of the kingdom as was seen with the position ‘God’s Wife of Amen.’ The position 

was held only by women of the royal family in which they were able to serve as the high 

priestess over the priesthood of Amen in Thebes. The office of ‘God’s Wife of Amen’ 

allowed women to hold a spiritual authoritative position thus giving them access to 

political power. Queens such as Hatshepsut and Ahmose-Nefertari preferred to use the 

title ‘God’s Wife of Amen’ which is evidence that it was powerful position.  
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Although such a position was held only by royal women, it was possible for non-

royal women to occupy other types of ritual roles in the kingdom. During the New 

Kingdom, women held the position of Chantress in which they were able to perform 

musical rituals for various deities in Kemet gaining their own prominence among their 

communities. Women also gained prominence and exercised influence through the 

positions held by their sons or husbands within the priesthood which created elite 

families that exerted a certain level of political leverage. Aspects of the Kemetic woman 

were deified which can be seen through the numerous goddesses that informed the 

political order of the kingdom. For example most female deities were attributed with the 

protective role over the King and some were even depicted as breast feeding the King. 

Other deities were seen as divine mothers that not only looked after the King but the 

entire community. The goddesses Nut and Hathor were attributed with receiving people 

into the afterlife and engendering their rebirth. Women in the same way were responsible 

for the birth of people into the earthly life. Ancient Egyptians created female dolls to help 

foster birth into physical realm and rebirth into the spiritual realm. Thus women’s 

reproductive qualities were essential for people’s advancement from one stage to the 

next.  It can be further argued that motherhood symbolically represented a woman’s 

advancement from a girl to a woman. Motherhood helped to increase the social status of 

women which consequently left barren women in an undesirable position. Women were 

responsible for giving life as well as assisting with bringing life into the world and 

sustaining life as in the case with midwives and wet-nurses, respectively. Some women 

were able to increase their social status and political reach by serving as wet-nurses to 

Kings of Kemet. Female deities also were used by people in political positions to 
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legitimize their power such as was seen with Kings, Queens and political advisors. The 

female principle was intricate to the political order of the kingdom and it was used to 

display power. This fact seemed to have an impact on Queens since they often choose to 

employ regalia the resembled female deities such as Hathor. Other Queens included the 

names of female deities in their names. Women thus found their source of power through 

the representation of the female principle within the Kemet’s spiritual system. Women 

that sought to be mothers also found their strength from female deities. Women called on 

female deities to assist with child birth, to protect children, to secure their life during the 

ordeal of pregnancy and to bless them with more children. Women that developed a 

strong spiritual relationship with the deities, in theory were blessed with motherhood. 

Mothers were responsible for the socialization of their children and even remained a 

dominant parent in lives of their adult children. It was through motherhood that women 

found their source of power and appreciation.  

The ways that women obtained political power were often interconnected. For 

example, the mother of the King was able to access political power because she was the 

mother of the person who held the highest amount of power in all the land. She also was 

bestowed divine qualities because she was seen as the mother of the ‘Living Heru’ which 

thus gave her some ritual power or spiritual authority. She used her spiritual authority 

within the spiritual realm for various purposes. Some Queens were even worshipped as 

goddesses by their subjects such as Queen Ahmose-Nefertari and Queen Tiye. 

Furthermore, women that were able to tap into all three realms (spiritual authority, 

political leadership, and motherhood) achieved the most political power. However, 
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women that found their source of power only in two of the three or one of the three 

experienced the least amount of political power.  
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CHAPTER 5 

WOMEN’S ACCESS TO POLITICAL POWER IN IGBOLAND 

Biological and archaeological science claims that Africa is the source of all 

humankind. Africa gave the world its first civilizations; therefore it should not be 

surprising that Africa also provided humankind its first women rulers (Asante, 2007). 

However, when one analyzes the contemporary position of women in Africa, one 

discovers conundrums and contradictions. For example, why have African women lost 

the amount of power, influence, and respect that they once possessed? Many scholars 

have argued that the influence of foreign invaders such as Europeans and Arabs in Africa 

have been detrimental to Africa’s political, economic, and social systems (Sofola, 1998; 

Amadiume 1987). Both foreign invaders brought a regime that was both male-centered 

and male-dominating which resulted in African women having limited roles within the 

political sphere of their communities (Sofola, 1998).  Literary scholar, Zulu Sofola 

characterized the process by which African women were systematically removed from 

power and replaced by less qualified men, who usually worked in the interest of 

European colonizers, as the de-womanization of African women (Sofola, 1998).  An 

example of the de-womanization of African women can be seen among the Igbo in 

Nigeria during the onset of British colonial rule.  

By 1902, Igboland had been invaded and colonized by England, along with the 

rest of Nigeria, despite resistance, the Igbo military power was subdued by Britain 

advanced firepower (Ekechi, 2009). The Igbo initially were very hospitable towards the 

European imperialists until the nature of their true motives were revealed; consequently, 

the Igbo soon changed into defense mode (Ekechi, 2009). Igbo vehemently resisted 
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European imperialists as well as missionaries who sought to colonized their land and 

convert them to a foreign religion and other strange ideas. Igbo men fought to protect 

their land but they were brutally killed by British invaders; this violent colonial conquest 

has been inaccurately described in literature by Eurocentrists as the “pacification” of 

Africans, meaning “making peace.” It needs to be clear that Africans were never at peace 

with their colonial state and they continue to resist until independence was granted. 

Along side the military resistance of Igbo men, Igbo women also resisted foreign rule. 

Igbo women were not pleased with the changes that were occurring due to the presence 

of Europeans. Felix K. Ekechi noted in his article “Episodes of Igbo Resistance to 

European Imperialism, 1860-1960,” that women were able to organize themselves into a 

“formidable social force” (p227). Furthermore Ekechi argued that:  

…the untoward events that accompanied missionary enterprise in Onitsha 

had invariably caused concern and uneasiness and thus compelled women 

to resort to spiritual forces or mediums for the restoration of traditional 

patterns of Igbo way of life. Operating under the inspiration of the spirit 

force known as Odesoruelu----“Restorer of Traditional Way of Life”--- the 

women from Onitsha, namely Obosi, Nkwere, Nsugbe, Ogbunike and 

Ogidi mobilized themselves in a war-like fashion. They marched from 

place to place signing traditional songs that articulated rejection of the 

radical changes in society. They swept the compounds and pathways and 

warned that all roads and compounds that had seemingly been polluted 

since the advent of the foreigners must be kept clean again as in the 

ancient days (p277). 

 

Although these efforts were not successful in preventing the colonization of Igboland, 

Igbo Women continued to resist British rule up until independence. One of the major 

wars that were initiated and executed by women was the “Women’s War of 1929” which 

resulted in the death of 55 women at the hands of British colonialists (Mba, 1992). The 

war was sparked after a dispute that had taken place between a missionary schoolteacher 

that was sent to take a census of the people in Oloko town, and a local woman named 
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Nwanyeruwa (Mba, 1992). During this time, the people were hit hard economically due 

to a decline in market prices which directly impacted their profits from their international 

trading ventures (Mba, 1992). As a result, the British colonial government imposed taxes 

on Igbo men to make up for the economic down turn (Mba, 1992). It had been rumored 

that an additional tax would be place on women as well. Some of these women were 

already helping to pay taxes for their husbands and sons to keep them from receiving 

punishment (Mba, 1992). Nwanyeruwa, thus believed that the teacher was coming to 

count the persons in her household in order to use the data to begin to tax women as well. 

A verbal altercation ensued which led to a physical fight between Nwanyeruwa and the 

male missionary teacher. Nwanyeruwa informed the women of the town about the 

dispute. The women were meeting to discuss the rumors that women were going to be 

taxed like the men. After hearing the story from Nwanyeruwa, they felt that it was 

evidence that the rumors were to become a reality (Mba, 1992). Pushed to their limits, the 

women began to organize throughout Igboland.  According to John Oriji in his essay, 

“Igbo Women from 1929 to 1960,” women communicated the urgency of the matter by 

sending:  

                        …leaves of palm-oil tree (a symbol of invitation) to women in other parts 

of Bende District, nearby Umuahia and Ngwa areas and other places, and 

within a few days, about 10,000 women were said to have assembled in 

Oloko, “sitting” on Warrant Chief Okugo and demanding his trial and 

resignation (p273).  

 

 

The Warrant Chief system was one of the core issues that the Igbo women had against the 

British colonial government. The British set up an indirect rule system in which they 

granted “warrants” to men to rule over the local men and women in the name of the 

colonial government. These Warrant Chiefs were essentially puppets who were 
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controlled by the British and acted in the interest of the oppressive colonial system. Igbo 

women were particularly affected by this system because it diminished the traditional 

political power that they had previously possessed.  

Igbo women refused to go down without a fight which is exemplified in the 

Women War’s of 1929. It is useful to understand how life was for women prior to the 

invasion of the British so that we can not only appreciate their passion and resilience but 

also fully understand the source of their zeal which was rooted in the power that they had 

once maintained; a power that many were willing to die to reclaim. How did these 

women access political power prior to colonialism? What were the nontraditional and 

traditional avenues used by Igbo women to impact the decisions made in Igboland that 

were pertinent to their lives, particularly areas that were both patriarchal and patrilineal?  

It is important to provide a historical context and worldview of the Igbo in order 

to make sense of the succeeding discussion on Igbo women’s access to political power. 

The areas that I will discuss are spiritual authority, political leadership and motherhood; 

all of which gave Igbo women the opportunity to exercise agency and advance their own 

agendas in order to secure the best life possible for them, their families and the 

community.  

Historical Background 

Origins 

There has been much debate between scholars about the origins of the Igbo. 

However, what is very clear is that a conclusion has yet to be reached. Afigbo outlines 

the arguments of three traditions of origins that attempt to explain how the Igbo came 

into being. One school of thought postulates that the Igbo came from neighboring great 

kingdoms such as Benin and Igala. Another theory of origin, simply states that the Igbo 
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did not come from another place but resided in their land from the “beginning” of times. 

The idea of autochthony is expressed in Igbo mythology articulated in the Eri Legend.  

According to the legend:  

 

…a Culture hero known as Eri, who, along with his wife Nnamaku, was 

sent down from the sky by Chukwu, the Igbo supreme God. When Eri and 

his wife came down they found that the earth was waterlogged and soft, 

and so landed on an anthill, from where Eri complained to Chukwu, who 

sent down an Awka blacksmith with bellows, charcoal, and other 

implements to dry the land. For accomplishing this task, Eri gave the 

Awfa blacksmith an ofo, the Igbo staff of office and right conduct, to 

comfirm him in that profession. Meanwhile, Eri and his wife had four 

sons: Nri, who founded Agukwu Nri; Agulu, who Aguleri; Onogu, who 

founded who founded Igbariam; and Ogbodudu, who founded Amanuke. 

Eri also has a second wife who had one son. When Eri died his second 

wife was afraid that the children of Nnamaku would combine and 

liquidate her only son. So she made a powerful medicine for him and 

impregnated it into a stone that she placed on his head. She then instructed 

him to depart and to make his abode wherever the stone might fall. He left 

and wandered about in the bush until he came to the present site of Idah, 

where the stone dropped. He therefore settled there to become the founder 

of Idah. This special creation of Eri was said to have taken placed in the 

area where Aguleri is now situated. This site should have been inherited 

by Nri, the first son of Eri but, for reasons not mentioned in the legend, 

Nri moved out of the ancestral home that should have been his right, and 

settled in an open plain named Agukwu (Afigbo, p 8).  

 

 

The land of Nri in Igboland is honored as a place that ancestrally unites all Igbo sub-

ethnic groups. Ishichei, in her highly reference book, A History of the Igbo People, shows 

proof of these sentiments in the Igbo proverb that states, “‘the street of the Nri family is 

the street of the gods, through which all who die in other parts of Iboland pass to the land 

of Spirits’” (p10). Nri thus is recognized by many Igbo as the origin of their oldest 

ancestors.  The last school of thought, identified by Afigbo as the “traditions of oriental 

origin,” suggests that the Igbo migrated from Egypt or from Israel--being of Hebrew 

origin. However, it seems that the Ancient Egyptian and Israel origin should be discussed 
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as two separate theories of origins since each represent two separate and largely different 

groups of people. Although he believes that this theory of Igbo origins is the least 

credible, he notes that the most respected thesis on Egyptian origins of the Igbo received 

in academia was written by M.D.W Jeffreys, in which he linked the Nri culture to 

Ancient Egypt. Amadiume contends that it is important to listen to what the Igbo believe 

are their origins which attest that they did not come from another part of Africa but rather 

they were the first to populate the land in which they reside. However, she does not 

exclude the possibility that migration from Ancient Egypt to Igboland could have 

occurred by stating “there are present day migration trends, so too were there ancient 

migration patterns” as well (1987, p7). She further adds that:  

             

            It is indisputable that the population of Ancient Egypt came from the 

hinterland of Africa (some following the Nile route from Uganda and 

Ethiopia, others following the land route from West Africa), but after the 

civilization flourished there and was destroyed by Asiatics and Europeans, 

there was a dispersal and migration back to the hinterland and elsewhere 

(1987, p7). 

 

It is quite possible that there was physical interaction between the Igbo and Ancient 

Egyptians which could speak to a cultural link between the two. Chinweizu, in his 

unpublished paper, entitled “Ndi-Igbo Origins: The Pharaoh on the Niger Hypothesis,” 

show that there are many cultural connections that exists between Ancient Egyptians and 

the Igbo which he refers to as correspondences. He defines correspondences as cultural 

traces that can potentially point to how one society influenced another. The cultural traces 

that Chinweizu outlines between the Igbo and Ancient Egyptians are linguistic, 

cosmological, architectural, and metaphysical aspects. In chapter three of his paper, he 

identified correspondences between the Pharaoh and Eze Nri. He makes a comparison 
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between the Eze Nri (King) of Nri kingdom (the progenitor of Igbo civilization) in 

Igboland, and the Pharaoh of Ancient Egypt. The concept of divine kingship, which is 

common throughout Africa, existed in Ancient Egypt and the Nri Kingdom; however, 

Chinweizu asserts that there was a distinctive belief that was expressed among the two 

societies- that is the ruler essentially was “the collective of all [kings] past and present” 

(p78). Among the Ancient Egyptians, the concept was expressed as Nesu bit/ Niswt Bity 

and among the Igbo as Nrimenri.  Chinweizu reasons that: 

 if the niswt/nesu are the spirits of dead Herus who collectively support the 

living ruler, and if the living holder of the kingship is a ‘living 

Heru/Horus’ (as per his most ancient title ‘the living Horus’) the nesu 

bit/niswt bity must be a reference to some collective of the dead Herus and 

the living Heru, i.e a corporation of Heru spirits, past and present (77).   

 

Among the Igbo, the concept Nrimenri represents “the collective of dead and living Eze 

Nri, whose power and authority are exercised by the living Eze Nri” (p77). Therefore, the 

Pharaoh and the Eze Nri were seen as a representation of the rulers that came before as 

well as spiritual entities; their power was continually (past down from each ruler) and 

divine (supernatural being). Another interesting connection between the Eze Nri and the 

Pharaoh is their admiration for dwarfs in which they often requested to work in their 

kingdoms to preforms various duties. In Igbo mythology, Eri is the first ancestor to be 

sent to Earth by the Supreme God Chukwu.  Chinweizu argues that the name Eri is a 

form of the Ancient Egyptian God Heru. He quotes Jacob Carruthers as stating “Heru is 

probably derived from heri” which linguistically connects to Eri. He argues the Eri is a 

manifestation of the Heru, the Ancient Egyptian sky god who is represented as a falcon. 

Similarly, Eri in Igbo mythology drops from the sky and was given mystical power. He 

also discusses the existence of oracles in both societies that served to provide spiritual 
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direction for the leaders of the society. It seems that one of Chinweizu main theories is 

that Ancient Egyptian culture impacted and influenced that of the Igbo which can be seen 

in the section of his chapter entitled “What was Eri? A refugee Pharaoh?” clearly 

proposing that the Igbo great ancestor originated from Egypt.  However, there is a new 

body of research that is suggesting the reverse; that the Igbo impacted Ancient Egyptian 

culture.  

 In the essay, “Egyptian Mystery School and Sacred/Religious Lexicon: Their 

Ancient Igbo Foundations and Implications for Egyptology,” Catherine Acholonu argues 

that the beginnings of Ancient Egypt were influenced by the earliest Igbo, the original 

Homo erectus who migrated from West Africa to populate the North of Africa, 

specifically Egypt. The Igbo speaking peoples brought their language and cultural beliefs 

which in turn served as the foundation of Ancient Egyptian culture. She believes, as do 

the Igbo, that the Igbo were an autochthonous people. In her theory she states:  

 

The lexicon of Egyptian religion and sacred language is replete 

with words of same sound and meaning with Igbo equivalents 

(cognates). Likewise the foundations of some of the concepts of 

the Egyptian mystery school can be traced to Igbo land through 

signals borne by two major dialects of Igbo land still found in 

Egyptian lexicon. This suggests that the earliest Egyptian priests 

(those who informed religious practices and worship of gods to 

Egypt) were Igbo-speaking. The plethora of names of Egyptian 

gods that are Igbo in sound and meaning suggest that these were 

imported from Igbo land in ancient Nigeria, where the 

autochthonous Igbo have live from the cave-man days of Homo 

Erectus and had built subsequently a civilization only now being 

rediscovered (2011, p1).  

 

She provides a chain of evidence which links the Igbo civilization to Ancient Egyptian 

civilization, however what is the most clear is the linguistic connection which can be seen 

in words that have same meaning and sounds. For example, the Egyptian word Aru 
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means body or form while the Igbo word Aru means body. Along with ample linguistic 

examples, there were ten step pyramids that existed in Abaja village in Igboland until 

they were destroyed by British invaders (Acholonu, 2011) The Nsude pyramids were first 

seen by Europeans in 1935. Other artifacts were found in Igbo-Ukwu, which is 9 miles 

away from the Igbo Kingdom of Nri, such as bronze, metal, beads, and ivory (Isichie, 

1976). Sutton, in the essay “the International factor at Igbo-Ukwu” discusses how many 

of the glass beads excavated from Igbo-Ukwu can be traced to the Nile area, specifically 

Egypt and Western Indian, which dates back to at least the ninth century. The evidence 

shows that there was a trade relationship between the Igbo and the Egyptians which can 

have implications for much earlier migration patterns. However, Acholonu believes that 

the dates are incorrect and that the artifacts are much older and have a direct connection 

to the symbols and artifacts of Ancient Egypt.  

As it relates to the origins of the Igbo, clearly there is much to be discovered and 

analyzed. For the purpose of my research, it is clear that Igboland in many ways is 

cultural connected to Ancient Egypt although subsequent research needs to be done to 

show the direct links. However, this is not the scope of my dissertation.  

Political Structure 

The Igbo are one of the larger ethnic groups in Nigeria. The land they occupy is 

located in the Southeastern section of Nigeria in West Africa, generally referred to as 

Igboland. The geographical division of Igboland consists of the Northern or Onitsha Igbo, 

Southern or Owerri Igbo, Western Igbo, Eastern or Cross River Igbo, and North Eastern 

Igbo (Amadiune, 1987; Oriji, 2011). Igbo People are divided into many sub-ethnic 

groups who cultural share the same language. The Igbo language is a part of the Kwa 
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group of the Niger Congo Family (Okpoko & Ibeanu, 2005). The Igbo also share other 

cultural aspects that can be found throughout Igboland. According to Okpoko & Ibeanu, 

“amongst all Igbo groups, patrilineage and agnation are well defined and the residence is 

normally patrilocal” (p191) except for at least one case among the Ohaffia in the Cross 

River section who are matrilineal (Nsugbe, 1974; Oriji, 2011). Okpoko & Ibeanu further 

explains the structure of the average household and village group in Igbo society:  

A typical Igbo household (ezi na uno) is made up of a man and his wife 

and wives, his children, and his married sons and their wives and their 

children (the minimal lineage). A number of closely related households 

form kindred (umunna), the minor lineages, and closely related minor 

lineages form a village (Ogbe), the maximal lineage. A number of villages 

federate to form a town- a village group called Obodo. The rights and 

duties of individuals in the above named structures are defined in terms of 

the individual’s membership in his or her minimal lineage (p192).  

 

Property is inherited patrilineally, from the father and past down to the eldest son. Once 

married, women leave their father’s home and move to the community of their husband, 

however, they keep close political ties to their patrilineage. Each village group, also 

called a mini state, had its own political structure. Some were centralized; headed by a 

male ruler or in some cases a male ruler and female compliment, and a council of high 

ranked members. This type of political structure has been described as “constitutional 

village monarchies” (Chuku, p83). Kingship in Igboland was built on the notion of divine 

kingship in which male and female rulers were seen to have spiritual authority over their 

community (Okpoko and Ibeanu, 2005). Other mini-states were decentralized and headed 

by a council of prestigious members of the society described as “democratic village 

republics” (Chuku, 2009). Igbo society was highly stratified which meant that people had 

different levels of power. Oriji shows this reality in the Igbo proverb “mpisiri aka ahaghi 

nna” which translates to English as “all fingers are not equal” (2011, p17).  The Igbo 
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placed a high value on personal achievement which in turn granted them more privileges 

and power in their community (Uchendu, 1993). Uchendu contends:  

There were titles for both males and females. The acquisition of these 

titles enhanced one’s social position and a young man who acquired titles 

was regarded as an elder and he deliberated with elders in all the town’s 

meetings. Acquisition of titles involved much money, yet, many people 

acquired them, because of the prestige they convey to their holders. In 

Igboland the acquisition of titles was a manifestation of wealth (1993, 

p11).  

 

Power, or lack thereof, was not only granted through the accumulation of titles but also 

through birth right, spiritual positions, and political leadership. Oriji explains the 

stratification of Igbo society as follows:  

…traditional Igbo society was highly stratified, including a hierarchy of 

lineage groups (onumara); hereditary office holders of a lineage group, the 

Okpara; and villages and village-groups, or mini states, the Ezeala/Ezeana 

(priests of the earth-goddess); Ogaranya (a wealthy person) and Ogbenye 

(a poor person); Okonko, Ozo, Ezeji, and Eze-ede titles based on 

achievement; varying statuses ranging from Amadi/Nwadiala or indigenes, 

who had full rights of citizenship, to Ohu or slaves, who had limited 

rights; the Osu, cult slaves with more circumscribed rights; and the Ume, 

low-caste groups whose deplorable social conditions were similar to those 

of the untouchables of India (2011, p18).  

 

Therefore, power was often hierarchal with some people having more while other 

possessed less; however, it is important to note particularly as it relates to the topic of this 

chapter, power was not strictly divided along gender lines.   

Igbo Worldview 

The Igbo, along with other African ethnic groups, are very spiritual people. Their 

spiritual beliefs are intertwined into every aspect of their lives which inform their day to 

day actions. However, according to many Igbo scholars, British colonialism and the 

advent of Christianity has influenced aspects of their traditional worldview (Chukwuezi 
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2008; Ubah 1982) nonetheless much of their beliefs remain in tact. The Igbo believe in 

one supreme creator who is often called Chukwu, Chineke or Obasi-di-n’elu in various 

Igbo communities (Afigbo, 2006). According to Kalu, “Africans operate with three-

dimensional perception of space: the sky, the earth, (land and water), and ancestral or 

spirit world, which is located under the earth” (2000, p56). Each dimension is 

interconnected and interdependent (Oriji, 2011).  

Among the Igbo the “supreme God and heavenly bodies have the highest power 

followed by the spiritual world of spirits and ancestors and finally the humans who live 

on earth” (Chukwuezi, p 211). Chukwu is the highest of all and resides in the sky but has 

limited knowledge of human activities because such things are left to lesser gods or 

deities (Chukwuezi, 2008; Afigbo, 2006). According to C.N. Ubah, the Igbo believe the 

following about their Supreme Creator:  

Chukwu is responsible for all creation. He knows everything, can do 

everything, but hardly concerns himself with anything. Quite unlike other 

spirits, Chukwu does not require people to expend their resources in the 

effort to worship him, unlike God in Christian theology he is not jealous of 

peoples association with other spirits (1982, p92) 

 

From the Igbo perspective, the Creator of all is so powerful that he uses other spirits to 

handle issues that are of lesser importance. Chukwu has all the power, sees and knows 

everything and has the final judgment (Agbasiere, 2000). The Igbo believe in 

reincarnation; humans who lived a good life on earth are given the opportunity to return 

to live in another physical body. Ojiaku further explains:  

Only Chineke sent each human being as a spirit with flesh into the world 

to fulfill a particular purpose. Upon death, this spirit gave to Chukwu an 

account of the person’s activities while alive. If adjudged by Chukwu to 

have lived well on earth, the spirit was allowed to return to the world of 

flesh…On the other hand, a person adjudged by Chukwu not to have lived 

well did not normally reincarnate, since he was not allowed to come back 
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to the world of humans; he was supposed to have died once and for all 

(2006, p31).  

 

The name Chukwu often referred to as Chi-Ukwu translates to the Great Spirit; chi 

meaning spirit and ukwu meaning great (Afigbo, 2006). Each person was given his or her 

own personal chi; a force or spirit (Henderson, 1972). Each person’s personal chi was 

unique and was believed to be dictated by the spiritual world. In the event when 

hardships fell on a person, it was generally attributed to his or her chi that encompasses 

their personal fate (Ubah, 1982).  The concept of chi not only signified the living spirit in 

each person but also the destiny that was given to them by Chuwku. However, sacrifices 

were made by the Igbo to deities and ancestors in hopes they would use their powers to 

intervene if they continued to experience misfortune (Ubah, 1982). 

The Igbo believe, like most other Africans, that time is cyclical. A person’s life 

cycle starts with “birth to death, through the ancestral world to reincarnating birth” (Kalu, 

2000). Thus the ancestors and unborn children are most spiritually connected. Chukwu is 

seen as the giver of life; he makes the ultimate decision on what spirit returns to reside on 

earth. Although Chukwu is the most powerful of all, the Igbo do not worship him directly 

but rather they makes sacrifices and offerings to other spiritual mediums such as the 

ancestors and divinities. There were no images created of Chukwu (Ojiaku, 2008), 

however the gender associated with Chukwu is not conclusive. According to Agbasiere, 

Chukwu was understood to be a masculine force (2000). She states that in “most parts of 

Igboland he is referred to as Chukwu and is conceptualized as a male (2000, p50). In 

agreement, Chukwuezi furthers explains:   

In Igbo mythology and ontology it is assumed that the sky is the husband 

to mother earth and people hold this concept in their various forms of 
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relationship. They see the earth as a female goddess and the heaven a high 

male god. The high god heaven sends its semen, the rain, to water and 

fertilize the earth for food production and bounty harvest (2008, p213)  

 

However, Afigbo, in his essay “Ancestral Igbo Religion and Cosmos and the Idea of 

World Religion,” refers to Chukwu as a “being” rather than a male or female. Afigbo 

argues that “this Being was so elevated above human perception and understanding that 

no once could know its name and attributes” which suggested that a gender connation 

was not associated with the Igbo understanding of their Creator. Jell-Bahlsen, in 

accordance with Afigbo, states that “Chi-Ukwu is beyond shape and gender” (2000, p39).  

Although it is not clear in the research if Chukwu was a gendered being, the lesser deities 

were given masculine or feminine attributes. The nature spirits, deities, or divinities were 

worshipped by Igbo people unlike Chukwu even though in theory they had less power. 

There were no alters or shrines built for Chukwu due to his omnipresence and the 

magnitude of his powers (Ojiaku, 2008). As the creator of the universe, he was outside of 

time and space (Agbasiere, 2000). Thus the Igbo believed that it was not proper to limit 

him to a particular realm as in the case of other less powerful deities who were below 

Chukwu. The deities were numerous and “they reside over every kind of activity, 

phenomenon, and manifestation” specializing in a specific area (Afigbo, 2006, p213). 

Sacrifices were given to the deities by Igbo members because they believed that the 

deities possessed autonomy and control over earthly matters separately from the Supreme 

Creator, Chukwu (Ubah, 1982). One of the most revered deities is the earth goddess, 

commonly called Ala, Ale or Ari, was worshipped at a high level in Igboland (Agbasiere, 

2000). The Igbo recognized that the importance of both masculine and feminine powers 

in their worldview. Even though the Chukwu was the most powerful, it was Ala that 
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received the most sacrifices and offerings. Shrines were erupted to her in most Igbo 

communities to appease her spiritual power (Agbasiere, 2000).  

Below the deities, came the human spirits or the ancestors who had once lived a 

good life on earth. The human spirits lived in the spiritual world that mirrored that of the 

physical world which was below the earth (Afigbo, 2006; Isichei, 1976; Chukwuezi, 

2008). According to Afigbo, the spirit world was divided into 3 realms:  

an upper part inhabited by those who has lived well in this life and had 

been buried well at death; a middle part inhabited by those who had lived 

well in this world but had not yet been buried well. From this part 

emanated from time to time cries by souls whose throats were dry from 

lack of water and whose stomach rumbled from lack of food. It was by 

and large a zone of transition, but for souls whose earthly descendents 

were shiftless, it could be a zone of extended residence till the next 

opportunity for reincarnating here on earth. The third part was a zone 

occupied by the souls of those who while here in the physical belonged to 

the scum of earth…their souls haunted those in the physical as ghosts and 

phantoms (2006, p214).  

 

The ancestors had power over the living and this belief was used to regulate behaviors 

and cultural norms among the Igbo (Kalu, 2000). It was believed that the ancestors also 

had a vested interest in the success of the communities that they were physically a part of 

at one point in time (Agbasiere, 2000). They are thus seen as active members of the 

family lineage but more powerful since they are a part of the spiritual realm (Ubah, 

1982). The Igbo made a distinction between ancestors who were still remembered by the 

living and those who died so long ago that they could not be recalled. The ancestors were 

venerated by their living family members through sacrifices. The living members asked 

their ancestors to intervene in spiritual matters that could have implications for their 

livelihood. Ubah states that:  
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…the ancestors are expected to influence the divinities in respect of 

matters which they cannot deal with alone or directly. The divinities are 

always said to possess more powers than the ancestors. Where a divinity 

has some reason to stand in the way of human beings the ancestors have a 

duty to intervene to plead their case. They are able to influence the actions 

of the divinities because they themselves are spirits and therefore operate 

on the same cosmological plane as the divinities (1982, p101).  

 

Therefore, the ancestors are honored in much the same light as the divinities, which can 

be attributable to their closeness to the divinities and the power that they have to inform 

the decisions made in the spiritual world which has a direct impact on the affairs in the 

physical world. The Igbo are guided by the spiritual world which encompasses the 

Supreme Creator, lesser divinities and human spirits. The realms of spiritual world are 

interconnected and are invisible but very much essential to the preservation of the visible 

world. Their admiration and respect for the spiritual world was coupled with a fear of the 

great powers that such entities maintained over their lives. The day to day practices of the 

Igbo thus was established in order to sustain a positive relationship with the spiritual 

world. In addition, the Igbo entrusted individual people and particular groups to serve as 

mediums between the spiritual world and the physical world. They were given the 

responsibility to monitor the spiritual welfare of the society by way of their constant 

communication with gods and goddesses. The next section will examine how Igbo 

women’s spiritual authority in their respective societies granted them access to political 

power and worked to further validate the political powers they held.  

Spiritual Authority 

 Since the Iron Age, spiritual authority has served as the predominate form of 

governance among the Igbo (Oriji, 2000). From a stateless people to the emergence of 

mini-states came the need for political order, sanctions, and punishment. In Igboland, 
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order was guided by their religious code that regulated the behavior and actions of its 

members. According to Oriji, sacred holders such as the head of lineage groups and the 

head of mini states were to enforce the sacred laws which meant they had to know all the 

customs of their community. The sacred authority holders were seen as the messengers of 

the deities. They served as the medium between the spiritual world and the physical 

world in which they relayed messages between the living humans and the deities. They 

were responsible for making the ritual offerings to the deities and the maintenance of the 

sacred spaces reserved for deity shrines. The sacred authority holders also had a position 

in the decisions that were executed on a political level as well. According to Oriji, the 

Okpara, the male leader of his lineage group “has the right to make laws on marriage, 

birth, death ceremonies of their kinsmen” (2011, p50). The Ezeala, the leader of his 

community at the mini-state level, presided over the village groups meetings which 

consisted of the council of elders, the Okpara, all adult males, medicine men, diviners, 

and titled men, where they “settled disputes and made laws,” however the Ezeala had the 

final say in the most important laws (Oriji, p50). The sacred authority holders were able 

to exercise religious and political power over there communities; many of these powers 

originated from their service to female goddesses. Within the Igbo worldview, the female 

element was essential and was represented fully in the numerous of goddesses that they 

served and gave sacrifices. Female deities embodied womanly qualities and 

characteristics that the Igbo found to be most important and significant among Igbo 

women.  
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Deities    

 Earth Goddess 

The earth goddess, Ala, was intricate in the lives of the Igbo. She was often 

depicted as a mother nursing a child or holding a small child (Agbasiere, 2000). The earth 

goddess is seen as the mother of the community because of the characteristics that closely 

aligned with those of a human mother. She is seen as the symbol of love because she 

“mothers and cares for all things that exist” (Eboh, p55). The earth goddess was 

responsible for food production that fed and nourished her children: humans as well as 

other living creatures (Eboh, 2003). Rituals dedicated to the Earth goddess were 

performed before and after harvest to ensure a plentiful harvest and show appreciation.  

The Igbo also engaged in a week of peace before the agricultural season as a sacrifice to 

Ala. It was believed that such sacrifices would in turn bring them an abundance of crops 

and many children. However, those that did not honor the sacrifice were punished. The 

Earth goddess was seen as the sustainer of life in that she was connected to crop 

prosperity and fertility. She was often referred to as the “archetype of all forms of 

maternity” (Eboh, p55). Since life was created inside of the earth goddess; she also acted 

as the shelter for all of the living (Eboh, 2003). She was the sacred holder of all sacred 

things. The python was deemed as sacred messenger of the earth goddess. The python 

represented a “symbol of fertility” as well “rejuvenation and regeneration” (Eboh, 2003). 

Women decorated their bodies with designs that resembled that of the python in order to 

“articulate the aesthetic and ethical conscience of Ala” (Eboh, p67). Women also 

decorated pots that were dedicated to Ala which served as both ritual objects for shires 

and as cooking pots for food. This display of the Igbo aesthetic signified women’s desire 
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to be in tune with the earth goddess and her majestic being in attempt to capsulate the 

power of fertility and prosperity.  

Eboh contends that the earth goddess occupied a “triple role of being the life-

giving, beauty-giving, and moral-keeping agent” in Igboland (2003, p55). The Igbo 

attributed the Earth goddess, Ala to creating omenala, “natural laws, community norms, 

customs, and traditions” (Eboh, p78). Ala created the moral code while her followers 

enacted punishments against those who committed a crime by breaking the moral code. 

Such crimes included murder, theft, rape, kidnapping, adultery, incest and abnormal 

births (Agbasiere, 2000; Oriji, 2011). Crimes were seen as causing imbalance and 

disharmony in the Earth. Catastrophic disasters such as famine, drought or flooding were 

seen as punishment for crimes committed by humans. It was believed that a person who 

committed a crime offended Ala and thus it was an offence against the Earth. The earth 

was so vital to the existence and survival of the Igbo that these crimes were not taken 

lightly. Ojiaku furthers explains the significance: 

[Ala] was associated with the fertility of crops and of humans. Because 

agriculture had, for centuries, been settled activity in Igbo land, the land or 

the earth had long recognized by the people as a critical economic 

resource. It was, as such, deified. To desecrate or defile the land was an 

offence, an act so grievous that it could cost a person his or her life (2006, 

p 32). 

 

An offence was seen to disturb the “ritual equilibrium of the community” which could 

potentially bring harm to the entire society (Oriji, p50). It was believed that when an 

offence was done to the Earth that Ala actually experienced pains. For example, stealing 

crops was seen as a crime and it was compared to a person attacking a child: his or her 

mother will naturally react (Eboh, 2003). However, the reaction from the Earth goddess 
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could impact the entire community not simply the individual, hence the need for ritual 

purifications to appease the Earth goddess in order to revive harmony between her and 

children. Eboh explains that the healthiness and progression of the community was 

contingent upon the sanctity of its members (2003). So if the earth goddess was not 

“defiled by abomination (aru) then the community will be economically and politically 

progressive” (2003, p 59). Ala, the earth goddess was seen as benevolent although some 

of her messengers, such as priests or medicine makers, will often proclaim that Ala killed 

people as a result of their habitual acts of law-breaking. Offenses committed against Ala 

could result in famine, barrenness, meager harvest, or defeats in war (Chuku, 2005).  

Some diseases were also seen as a form of punishment that an individual received due to 

a hidden crime committed against the Earth goddess (Eboh, 2003). People who lived bad 

lives or died a bad death were not afforded a proper burial which essential ended their life 

cycle since without funeral rites a person could not become an ancestor nor reincarnate 

(Eboh, 2003). Burying indecent people in the earth was seen as an abomination which 

would defile the earth. Such people were usually sent to the evil forest and left to roam 

until nature took its course.  

The Earth Goddess represented the land and the Igbo connection to the land. 

Among some Igbo, rituals were preformed that attest to this idea.  The Igbo preformed a 

ritual which consisted of burning the umbilical cord of every new child born into the 

lineage and burying the remains under a tree. The ritual established the child’s citizenship 

with the earth; specifically the area of land he or she was born. Eboh provides more detail 

of the ritual significance:  

The umbilical cord symbolizes the organic link between the child and Ala 

on the one hand, and the child and all the people of common ancestry on 



 

 

150 

 

the other. If, for instance, millions of people are descended from a single 

woman, then they are connected organically by their shared umbilicus. 

This symbolic earthing of the umbilical (alo) confers on the child- 

whether male or female eternal citizenship of its community (2003, p71).  

 

All people traced their citizenship back to the community in which their umbilical cord 

was buried. As such, married women that resided in other communities were returned to 

their natal home to be reconnected to the land in which they were born. Citizens were 

expected to remain loyal to his or her community because it provided the individual with 

land; land that was given by Ala so that the he or she could thrive and live (Eboh, 2003).  

Life was thought to flow from the mother to the child through the umbilical cord; 

consequently the cord was used to conduct a ritual which symbolically connected the 

child to the earth goddess. According to Agbasiere, the ritual preformed marked “the 

child’s first sharing in the land owned by the family” (p53). It also can be seen as the first 

offering, of many that would follow, to Ala the mother earth goddess.  As mother earth, 

she was the giver of life and creator of nourishment. Additionally Ala was the keeper of 

social harmony within Igbo communities which was relegated through moral codes that 

were created to maintain order and balance. A person was at her or his best when they 

were aligned with the principles of the Earth goddess- as they were set so that the entire 

community could benefit from her mothering qualities.   

Water Goddess 

Another prominent goddess within Igbo cosmology was the water goddess that 

was called by various names, Idemili, Nne Mmiri, Uhmmiri, Ogbuide, Ihuku across Igbo 

sub-ethnic groups (Jell-Bahlsen, 2000). The worship of the water goddess started as early 

as 3000.b.c.e (Amadiume, 1987). Among the Nnobi, the water goddess was called 
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Idemili which means “pillar or water” (Amadiume, 1987; Jell-Bahlsen, 1997).  Ifi 

Amadiume further explains that, 

In Nnobi beliefs systems, the stream is the place of divinity, as it is the 

abode of the goddess Idemili. This stream starts at Nnobi and ends at 

Idemili Obosi. All the communities along the flow of this stream have 

Idemili shrines, and constituted the Idemili administrative area. To these 

communities, the python called Eke Idemili, or Eke Edo, remains a 

totemic symbol and therefore a taboo, not to be killed or eaten. This taboo 

includes fish from the stream (1987, p40).  

 

The water goddess is often depicted with snakes, long hair and the colors white and red, 

all which have specific symbolic representation (Jell-Bahlsen, 1997). Agbasiere discusses 

how snakes are generally seen as dangerous and thus avoided by the Igbo; however 

pythons are seen as a sign of good fortune. Consequently, pythons are never to be killed 

by anyone. The killing of a python is seen as an abomination and an offence against the 

water goddess. The python was also “admired for its spotted colouring and it is regarded 

as a symbol of female beauty and gentleness” (Agbasiere, p59). It should be noted that 

the python was connected to both goddesses, Ala and Idemili. Similarly, the Otanchara 

and Otanzu believed that the boa constrictor and the green snake were sacred and they 

were “regarded as agents or messengers of the local divinities” (Ubah, p98). Since these 

animals lived in bodies of waters that were held sacred thence they were seen as sacred. 

Another identifier of the water goddess was her long hair. The Igbo believed that long 

unkempt hair was a sign of a person’s extraordinary state in society which could reflect 

their insanity or their divine calling (Jell-Bahlen, 1997). The water goddess called 

Uhammiri and Ogbuide among the Oru and Oguta, respectively, were also associated 

with the colors white and red.  White limestone was used in rituals to signify the color 

white which was also interchangeable with the color blue. The color white represented 
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among the Igbo, a person’s “transition from life to death and vise visa, in the eternal 

cycle of life, death and re-birth” and also was a marker of the communication with the 

spiritual world (Jell-Bahlen, p110). It was believed that every person had to cross two 

rivers in their life cycle: after death and before birth. Jell-Bahlen further explains the 

spiritual belief in these terms:  

When the yet-to-be-born individual receives his/her life and personal chi 

from God, the person makes a commitment about his destiny and course 

of life on earth, witnessed by Chi-Ukwu. Yet, before entering into and 

exiting from this world, the individual must cross a river twice…[w]hen 

crossing the river to enter life on earth life on earth, the individual is 

challenged, either by the supreme water goddess Nne Mmiri/Uhammiri or 

by the earth goddess of the wild bush, Onabuluwa. At this point, the 

individual’s destiny, his/her sacred pact with the Supreme God, is at stake. 

The person may accept and defend his or her destiny, or may change its 

course by forming a pact with the mother water goddess. This not only 

alters the individual’s life and destiny; it also dedicates the person to the 

goddess as her devotee (2000, p44).  

 

Therefore, the water goddess was not only instrumental in deciding the purpose for one’s 

life but she also played a pivotal role in the person’s return into the spiritual world from 

the physical world. The water goddess is also associated with the color red which is 

interchangeable with the color yellow. In rituals dedicated to the water goddess, red or 

yellow combined with the color white, symbolized the complementary balance of power 

between male and female. Among many Igbo groups, the water goddess is usually 

complemented with a male who is her husband. Among the Nnobi, the water goddess 

Idemili husband is Aho, who according to the myth was not a deity but rather a hunter 

who discovered her as a majestic being at a lake (Amadiume, 1987). However, among the 

Oru, Urashi, the husband of the water goddess, is also a deity and together the “divine 

pair harbors cosmic balance, creation, and procreation” (Jell-Bahlsen, p38). Nonetheless, 
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what is apparent is that a high level of importance was given to both male and female 

principles in the Igbo worldview.  

The water goddess imbued Igbo concepts of femininity that can be seen in her 

structural composition. Jell-Bahlsen contends that “women and water spirits are 

perceived as mobile, fluid and slippery” which is evident in how water flows in a lake or 

river and how a woman produces fluids for various purposes (1997, p128). As such the 

water goddess is associated with fertility and child birth. She is also attributed with 

giving food, good health and economic prosperity (Jell-Bahlsen, 1997). Among the 

Otanchara and Otanzu, during the annual sacrifice to the water goddess Ihuku, all women 

who wanted children came with white chalk and one chicken to sacrifice to the water 

goddess and asked her to bless them with fertility (Obah, 1982).  

The water goddess was essential in the process of deciding crucial stages in a 

person’s life cycle such as birth and reincarnation. She was a constant factor in bringing 

humans into the world; such a quality is indicative of what defines womanhood, the 

ability to bring children into world. Thus the water goddess was ascribed qualities that 

reflected the essence of the Igbo woman. The water goddess was also seen as a protector. 

According to the Nnobi, Idemili protected those people that fought in wars during the 

1900’s.  As a deified mother of the community, Idemili was also the protector over its 

citizens.   

Protective Goddesses  

In some Igbo communities, female deities were identified primarily as protectors 

and guardians. The female goddess Imo, of the Imo River, among the Otanchara and 

Otanzu, was seen as the protector of the whole community. Imo was argued to have the 
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ability to fight all negative forces, purify the community of diseases, and prevent defeat 

in war. Another female goddess, Lolo, was attributed to forewarning them about potential 

disasters by way of her crocodile who wailed for four days (Ubah, 1982). It was also 

believed by the Otanchara and Otanzu that Lolo protected them against deadly diseases 

and plagues.  Nwando Achebe discusses two additional female deities who were both 

given protector characteristics by the Igbo; Adora and Nimu Kwome. Adora was the 

name given to a medicine created to protect the citizens of Alor-Uno from kidnapping by 

neighboring communities who previously were involved in the European slave trade 

which consequently caused much instability between various groups. Given the urgency 

of the matter, it was necessary to create a concoction that would shield the people of 

Alor-Uno from further devastation. The medicine was believed to be so strong and 

powerful that Adora soon was made into a goddess by her people due to the appreciation 

they had for their retained safety. Adora was worshipped by her people and was feared by 

many surrounding communities- some of whom paid tribute to her as well. The growing 

amount of allegiance from neighbors could have ultimately added to their net of security. 

Achebe postulates that Adora was made into a female deity by her people, rather than a 

male deity, due to the qualities linked to women who are mothers. She contends that 

“Adoro was created to fill a need for protection, it follows that the Adoro medicine would 

logically assume the female positionality of mother-goddess, because mothers are the 

traditional nurturers and protectors” (2005, p 56). However, Achebe explanation fails to 

fully explain the complexities of mothering and protection since men are also seen as the 

protector and perhaps even more so since it is men who are most likely to fight in 

physical combat. With that said, the protective quality attributed to mothers is unique 
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from that of fathers which can be rooted in the close bond that a child has with their 

mother that develops from the womb and is further solidified during childhood. In the 

traditional Igbo structural home, the husband and wife (or wives) slept in separate 

quarters. Children slept in the quarters with their biological mother. Whereas the father is 

a protector, it is the mother that provides the child with the primary sense of safety since 

he or she was first comforted in the home of their mother which also initiates a closer 

bond between the two. Adoro, as a Goddess, was even giving the task of helping to 

facilitate the repopulation growth through the practice of human dedication.  The Alor-

Uno believed that she was responsible for providing them with protection during the 

European slave trade from being raiding by neighboring communities. As a result, the 

Alor-Uno began the practice of dedicating members to the goddess Adoro in 

appreciation. Achebe explains that: 

Adoro dedicatees were freeborn and enslaved individuals, especially 

young women, who were dedicated to the service of Adoro. These 

dedicatees served as a link to build a relationship by marriage called igo 

mma ogo between Adoro and the offender’s family” (2005, p 60). The 

female dedicatees were impregnated by Adoro through the sperm of local 

men, however, all children produced belonged to the Goddess.  

 

Adoro was able to fulfill her spiritual role as well as achieve motherhood. Adora 

possessed other seemingly mothering qualities in that she was able to see the truth in 

every lie. Achebe states that “Adora was believed to be able to discern every secret” 

similarly to how mothers are able to read their children when they are not being honest. 

Adora served as the enforcer of rules which prohibited people from lying, making bad 

medicines, and committing adultery. Individuals who broke the moral codes were 

punished through invisible and visible signs such insanity or swollen limbs (Achebe, 
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2005). Adora was a very powerful goddess whose mothering qualities were respected and 

worshipped.  

Some goddesses were characterized as warriors such as Nimu Kwome among the 

Obukpa. Nimu Kwome was called “the mother of all Obukpa…goddess of fertility, 

protection, and moral conduct” however she was most revered as being a warrior 

(Achebe, p69). Obukpa had fought many wars with its neighboring communities to 

increase their land consumption and to have a stake in a trading network. According to 

Obukpa, their most powerful weapon against their opponents was the goddess, Nimu 

Kwome. The Obukpa leaders would beat their drums to summon the spirit of Nimu 

Kwome and prepare the soldiers for war. Achebe further explains:  

Once this process was completed, the spirit of Nimu Kwome was said to 

guide Obuka warriors into the battlefield. She held a staff called an ade, 

which prevented bullets from touching the Obukpa warriors behind her, 

whom she also covered with protective medicines. At times, Nimu 

Kwome would sit on her ritual pot in order to block Obukpa’ enemies 

from getting to her “children.” In difficult situations, Nimu Kwome 

purportedly appeared as a naked woman to Obukpa adversaries, who 

immediately become immobilized and transfixed by her presence, or 

alternatively ran for their lives. The brave few who dared shoot at her were 

amazed that their bows and arrows bounced off her impenetrable being. 

These events put fear in the hearts of Obukpa’s enemies and consequently 

facilitated quick victories for the Obukpa warriors (p70).  

 

Among the Obukpa, their female deity provided them with all the protection needed to 

fight and win wars. She took the lead and shielded them from harm. Her mothering 

position was to watch over her children as Igbo women were also expected to do for their 

children. The strength of women is revealed through the deification of womanly aspects 

such as being a protector which is demonstrated in the relationship between a mother and 

child.  
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Womanly aspects attributed to the goddesses, particularly the characteristics 

associated with mothering or motherhood like protection, fertility, and provision of 

nourishment demonstrated the high level of respect that Igbo women received for their 

role as mothers. Female deities, in a sense, represented the spiritual form of the Igbo 

woman in that they were ascribed aspects of Igbo womanhood which in turn made them 

very powerful and revered. The deification of Igbo womanly qualities provided Igbo 

women with a positive sense of identity within the metaphysical framework as well as a 

standard that they could attempt to model.  

Priestesses and Other Ritual Positions 

Most of the history written on sacred authority holders in Igboland has focused 

primarily on males which give a false representation that women have occupied few 

religious leadership roles. A significant amount of priesthood positions were occupied by 

men; particularly in the patrilineal societies where such positions were inherited from 

father to son. However, women still played an important role in religious activities and 

some were in fact priestesses. Achebe discusses the efforts of priestesses Mgbofor of 

Ezira of the Nwachukwa oracle among the Ochima. Mgbofor was highly praised and 

respected by her community due to the power that she possessed. It was said that she 

could talk to the spirits of the dead, spot criminal behavior, determine the reasons for 

sudden death, and locate the lost property of the dead (Achebe, 2005). She also was very 

vocal about her criticism of European invasion and the imposition of Christianity. She 

inspired a revolt against the colonial government which resulted in the death of an 

assistant commissioner. Although, these efforts did not deter the advent of colonialism, it 

did however reveal the authority that Mgbofor possessed which gave her power to 
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influence her community to rebel. This example clearly shows that her gender did not 

limit the amount of power she gained. It could be argued that her supernatural powers 

coupled with her spiritual authoritative position gave her the authority to impact her 

society.  

Women also held spiritual authority through their organizations. For example, the 

Umauda, was an organization of daughters from the patrilineage that primarily attended 

to matters that affected women; however they had the jurisdiction to address women and 

men when necessary. Umauda was largely a political body; however, their religious 

function was vital since it helped to sustain the political power that they possessed. The 

Umauda were responsible for performing rituals during death and funeral rites (Uriji, 

2011). According to Uriji, the Umuada were “feared and respected because they could 

threaten an offender who had violated his ancestral taboos with abstaining, when he died, 

from performing the funeral rites necessary for his spirit to join  the world of his 

ancestors” (2011, p54). Among the Obukpa in the Nsukka division, women who served 

the goddess Nimu Kwome preformed certain rituals which gave them a level of political 

power. Such women were given the title Umuada Nimu which translates to “human 

daughters of Nimu” and were given the same autonomy as male priests to attend to the 

goddess, Nimu Kwome (Chuku, p26). It was believed by the Obukpa that the Umuada 

Nimu were protected by the goddess herself and even possessed some of her powers that 

could be used against them when necessary  (Achebe, 2005). This belief served in the 

interest of the women who formed the group because they were able to use their spiritual 

power to yield a great amount of political power as well. They participated in many 

aspects of government such as law enforcement and judicial matters. Achebe states that 
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“there was no justice that was greater than the umuada Nimu decision, and Obukpa 

citizens lived in perpetual fear of their verdict” (2005, p165). The umuada Nimu were 

also in control of the market affairs and funeral rites. They supported the windows and 

widowers. However, they punished those who did not mourn for the loss of their husband 

or wife for the entire mandated mourning time before entering into another relationship.  

Chuku explains that “their leader-the oldest title-holder … who was addressed as the 

Edoga, the same title as the king, was ranked on the same level as the town’s male 

monarch” (2005, p 26). The Edoga’s power was validated by the goddesses Nimu 

Kwome that she (and the organization of women) served which gave her the authority to 

occupy one of the highest positions in her community. The titled women among the 

Nnobi were called Ekew (queens) and were given an exclusive day to worship the Water 

goddess, Idemili (Amadiume, 1987, Ogunleye, 1999). Ogunleye further adds that “Ekwes 

were regarded as second in rank to the goddess Idemili and wielded considerable power, 

such as the right of veto within the nation’s formal assemblies. Moreover, their decision-

making capabilities were believed to be influenced by the goddess Idemili” (1999, p198). 

Women who married into the lineage also had a level of spiritual authority. They 

performed secret rituals separate from men and unlike male priests who were devoted to 

one shrine, these women committed themselves to many.  

Women could occupy the priesthood of the water goddess irrespective of their 

blood relation to the lineage that they resided. The priesthood of the water goddess was a 

very demanding position that was open to men and women. Women who held the 

position were given the ofo staff, which was a symbol of power that was usually given to 

men only. The ofo staff could be passed down from a male priest to a female daughter 
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head which also represented the collective powers of all the deceased female priestesses.  

Henderson writes that the “power of the ofo protected the Head Daughter from polluting 

influences of a ghost during cleansing ceremonies for lineage corpse preparatory to 

burial, and it enabled her to conduct purificatory rituals at the house of male lineage 

members” (1997, p235). Thus it can be argued that, the ofo staff as the highest symbol of 

power that was traditionally associated with men, was only given to women because of 

their accomplish level of spiritual authority which in turn granted them power and 

influence.  

The political power that women possessed was rooted in their spiritual authority, 

since the Igbo, as other African ethnic groups, were highly spiritual. The Igbo saw their 

world as one that was interconnected to the spiritual world which dictated their every 

decision. As such, any person in a position of power had to also be very much connected 

to the spiritual world. A person who possessed supernatural powers was respected 

because they were able to use their spiritual connection to inform phenomena in the 

physical world. Spiritual authority, therefore, was the principal avenue that was used by 

Igbo women to exercise their agency to impact their society in ways that best benefitted 

their lives. Igbo people stressed the importance of recognizing gods and goddesses which 

created a spiritual space and connection for both women and men that in turn generated 

power for both.  

Political Leadership  

The true strength of women rests in their solidarity with each other which allowed 

them to exercise a great amount of political power. The political institutions that women 

exercised the most power were through women organizations, the office of Omu, and 
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collective direct action protest movements. Women in Igbo communities participated in 

the political structure at a level comparable to men. They were in charge primary of 

dealing with the concerns and affairs of women. With such a large task, it was imperative 

to create a highly organized system that could address the plethora of issues that arose.  

Women Organizations  

Women formed at least two essential organizations in their village groups; the 

daughters of the patrilineage and the wives that married into the patrilineage referred to 

by different names throughout in Igboland. Their organizations served as the political 

instruments that they used to influence the decisions made in their communities.      

In the Nsukka region of Igboland, the government was divided between the 

women and the men (Achebe, 2005). The women’s arm of government consisted of two 

organizations called the otu umuada and otu ndiomu-ala that were each led by one 

prominent female leader. The otu umuada, made up of married, unmarried, and widowed 

daughters from the same patrilineal natal home, was headed by the eldest daughter called 

onyishi umunwanyi. She was assisted by a woman called iyaya, whose position it was to 

ensure that the leader received the respect that she deserved from the political body of 

women. The iyaya also had the ability to veto decisions made by the onyishi umunwanyi. 

Such a practice could have been put in place to prevent the onyishi umunwanyi from 

holding too much political power. The onyishi umunwayi appointed a woman from each 

of the kinships that were represented in the patrilineal community as titled officials. They 

were usually younger women who acted as the policing force for the otu umuada. The 

organization rotated their meetings between the different communities in the region 

which had an impact for building strong connections between all of the women in 
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Nsukka.  The otu umuada had an autonomous judicial system from the men where they 

settled disputes between women at the Supreme Court level. They were often asked to 

intervene on court decisions that the men could not settle in their own courts. In addition 

to giving judgments, they were also responsible for punishing those who committed a 

crime or violated their womanly obligations.  Achebe gives examples of such 

transgressions:  

The otu umuada…fine mothers who became pregnant before their last 

children were weaned. They also barred wives who disregarded their 

duties to their families by overindulging in trading or farming from 

attending the village market for specified period of time. They could also 

force husbands who sent away their wives on false pretenses to take them 

back (2005, p 168).  

 

The organization protected the well-being of the entire family by reprimanding women 

that neglected to perform their roles as mothers and wives. Moreover, women had a 

commitment to the maintenance of the family, to judging fairly, and engendering balance 

between women and men as it relates to the political obligation that both had to keeping 

the community functioning properly.  

The women that married into the patrilineage formed the second arm of the 

women’s section of government called the otu ndiomu. They served in a similar capacity 

as the otu umuada, as they handle the concerns of the wives; however, they possessed 

less authority. The leader of the otu ndiomu was called the oboloko, the longest married 

woman in the community. The otu ndiomu formed the lower court system under the 

Supreme Court system of the otu umuada. They protected the interest of the women and 

the positions they occupied as mothers, traders, and wives. For example, they were 

responsible for hearing cases that involved the abuse of women by their husbands; 
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additionally they were given the jurisdiction to enact punishments (Achebe, 2005). They 

were in charge of the funeral rites of members of their community in which they prepared 

food, preformed rituals and accommodated the daughters of the patrilineage that travelled 

from another town. Achebe further explains other activities of the organization: 

The otu ndiomu-ala was responsible for providing basic services for the 

community. They kept and swept the village square, stream surroundings, 

and marketplace. They also made sure that the young men in the 

community kept all the trees and grasses leading to these areas well cut 

and pruned. It was the otu ndiomu-ala assembly that made decisions 

involving community planting and harvesting of crops. They also levied 

punishments on the owners of animals that destroyed women’s crops 

(2005, p170).  

 

Igbo women organizing apparatus served as a support system for all women and allowed 

them to become successful since their needs were addressed by the whole community. 

Men were not exempt from following the rules set in place by women. Their political 

power allowed them to make certain demands of their communities that had to be 

obliged. Amongst the Owerri, the women of the community formed an organization 

called the Umuada Azuonuk composed of married or unmarried daughters of the Owerri. 

They were the enforcers of peace and they used coercion or ultimatum to handle an issue. 

If a problem aroused, the women would call a meeting to come up with a resolution. 

Many people were punished or ostracized depending on the level of the crime (Anyanwa, 

1993).  Igbo women from matrilineal communities were also very organized. The Ohaffia 

people located in Cross River Igbo are often cited as one of only societies in Igboland 

that are predominantly matrilineal people. Ohaffia also allocated political power to 

women and men in two separate organizations, Women’s Association and the Men 

Association (Amadiume, 1989). The organization of women dealt with issues pertaining 
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to adult women. The leader was given the title Eze Nwanyi which, means Female King 

(Amadiume, 1989). Eze Nwanyi led the meetings, spoke on behalf of the association, and 

declared when farming was open to women during planting season. As a unified group, 

they exercised the power to boycott the community about any decisions made by men of 

the Men Association.  

The Office of Omu 

In Igboland, centralized governments existed that were led by a king and his 

councilors. However, in the western Igbo as well as some Niger states, the office of Omu 

was implemented, which according to Oriji, was a system that was influenced by the 

Queen Mother position in Benin, a neighboring non Igbo state (2011). The Office of Omu 

is predicted to date back as far as the 15
th

 century and was a system adapted by the 

Osomari, Aniocha, and Onitsha (Uchendu, 2005). In Onitsha, the King was responsible 

for selecting a woman to serve in the position of the Omu, the female monarch, which 

was a lifelong term. The Omu, the female monarch, is often translated to “Queen” in 

English. However, the term “queen” does not accurately reflect the position of the Omu. 

She was not the wife of the King (called the Obi) although she was his female 

counterpart. The Omu, represented the power of the female line of descent and the Obi 

represent the power of the male line of descent which function as a dual-sex political 

system or co-rulership (Okonjo, 1981: Sofola, 1998). This system posed as a check and 

balance mechanism that served in the best interest of all men and women of the 

community.   

The Omu position was most closely aligned with that of the mother of the 

community. The term Omu, according to Okonjo, is most likely a shorten version of the 
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term neomumu which means “she who bears children” (1981, p98). Thus her political 

position was also embedded with mothering qualities. The Omu sat on her on portable 

throne or seat that was separate from the Obi (Mba, 1982). The Omu and her councilor of 

female officers made up one of the constituencies present at the governmental assemblies 

led by the King. The Omu’s councilor was composed of titled women from nine different 

ethnic groups, who were appointed by the head male leaders of their communities. The 

Omu and her councilors were seen as spiritual leaders and were given great autonomy in 

their community. The Omu performed her own rededications at festivals. She and her 

councilor were seen to embody spiritual powers and possessed links with the spiritual 

world (Mba, 1982). Henderson, in his study of the Onitsha Igbo, further explains that, 

“Onitsha women, particularly those who become the queen and her councilors, are 

regarded as the “prophets” …of the community, for they often dream of spirits who come 

to them warning of imminent dangers and demanding sacrifice” (1972, p 312). The Omu 

and her council, also called the Queen’s Council or Women’s Trade Organization, were 

concern with the female section of the community. The Omu headed the larger 

organization that was composed of all the women in the state. The Omu and her council 

settled disputes between women and levied fines (Henderson, 1972). Additionally, they 

often issued verdicts in cases between men and women concerning domestic disputes 

(Uchendu, 2005).  

Geographical areas controlled by women such as the market were defined by the 

Queen and her council as female zones in which men were excluded. These areas were 

associated with powerful female medicines and shrines served by women, hence Onitsha 

men avoided these areas (Henderson, 1972). Consequently, men only connection to the 
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market was through a female relative. Even the king did not have authority over the 

market, besides from the annual tax made to him by the women; he nor his wives could 

have any direct involvement in the market trade (Henderson, 1972). As a result of the 

restrictions placed on men in relation to local trading, the Omu had influence in the 

transactions made by the king in regards to trade and legislation. Women’s status was 

mostly achieved; it was not a given and it was not dictated by the success of their 

husband. Men monopolized the long distant trading in Igbo society which brought in 

more financial wealth. The women had complete autonomy over the market were they 

sold surplus from their crops or specialized items made by hand such as pottery and 

jewelry. Some women become very rich from this business but only a few could achieve 

the highest titles unlike men who options were not as limited (Allen, 1973). Allen argues 

that women come second to men as it relates to power and influence. She further asserts 

that patrilineage gave men a head start over women because they inherited wealth 

through the father’s line to the son. However, Allen’s assertion has to be questioned on 

two accounts; first she assumes that women were behind or second to men; implying that 

their role in Igbo society was secondary and less valued. Second, her approach is from a 

Western perspective, which presupposed that men and women operate on a hierarchal 

scale rather than a complementary scale thus asserting an imbalance relationship that may 

not have existed. The organization of women led by the Omu was a self-ruled 

organization that relegated the economic activity of the women involved in the market. 

They discussed the prices of their goods, the duties of the each woman in the market, 

fines were set for those who violated rules and rules were also made to control the 

behavior of people who attended the market (Allen, 1973). Igbo women exercised power 
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against other groups of men by going on strike. Balance and complementary relationships 

were evident in Igbo culture, for example if the women demanded that the roads to the 

market be paved, which is a job for the men and the men did not respond to their 

demands, the women would refuse to cook for their men. This would often lead to a 

victory for both men and women, because the balance would be restored.  

The position of the Omu was an example of how women’s power was used to 

balance out the power of men in high position. The Omu was not the Obi’s wife, which 

helped to add to her autonomy and influence. She had her palace just as the Obi, and 

often people took refuge under her protection. She and her councilor also performed the 

ritual purification process which was associated with the King and his spiritual political 

validation. The Omu carried the ofo omu or ofo staff, a symbol of power pre-dominantly 

associated with male leaders. Henderson further explains the implications for such power:   

The bodies of the queen and her councilors become holy as do those of 

purified men, in that anyone who abuses one of them physically must pay 

a fine and perform ceremonies to undo the forbidden act. The queen must 

always wear white cloth; she holds a ceremonial sword (mma abani) like 

that of the king, carries the leather fan (azuzu) for making peace, and 

maintains her own special set of woman’s war drums (izabu). She has her 

own palace (constructed ordinarily at her martial home), performs her own 

annual ceremony of emergence (ofala) some days after that of the king, 

emulates his activities in a number of other ways. She also possesses a 

market throne (ukpo), a decorated market stool carried for her own slaves. 

Her councilors, also wear white cloth and have slaves to carry their market 

stools to the great market (1972, p312).  

 

Although the Omu possessed a vast amount of power; she was limited in some ways as 

compared to the king. Unlike the King, she was not allowed to be married while holding 

the office. According to Uchendu, the women who occupied the office of Omu were 

usually windows and if their husband was still living, her only option was to leave him 
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and return to her natal home so that she could fulfill the position. As a result, elder 

women were preferred for the political position. Uchendu further contends:  

The “masculinization” of the institution of omu…made it contradictory for 

the incumbent to continue to live as a “wife” in her husband’s household 

because in the patrilocal Igbo society; women could not become full 

members of their marital lineages. In order to avoid the social conflicts 

potentially embedded in a situation where two “men” of relatively equal 

status cohabit, a omu…must therefore leave her husband’s home for her 

natal household (2005, p209).  

 

It is not clear at what age the women were qualified as potential candidates for the 

position, however, it can be gathered that it was much later after her duties as a mother 

were completed. Uchendu argues that the masculinization of the Omu position is 

evidence that there existed a belief among the Igbo that “women were not suited for 

political office” hence they needed to first strip themselves of their femininity in order to 

take office. However, his argument disregards evidence that gender flexibility was a 

common practice in Igboland which did not directly challenge the identity of the person 

who occupied the position. For example, among the Nnobi, men who became priests for 

the goddess Idemili, wore women clothing and were seen as male priestesses 

(Amadiume, 1987). Perhaps it was not fair for women who wanted to reside in their 

marital home; however, this does not diminished the amount of power that came with the 

high ranked office. In some cases, the Omu was seen as a threat to the King or the Obi 

due to the amount of power that she was able to yield from the organization of the entire 

female population. Uchendu recalls a dispute between an Omu and and Obi which 

consequently resulted in the termination of the office of Omu in 1890:  

[A] power tussle developed between the king of Onitsha, Obi Anazonwu 

and the omu, Nwagboka who held office for just two 1884-1886. 

Sometime during Nwagboka’s reign, a dispute developed between her and 
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the obi and his council. The dispute was unprecedented, since omu was 

supposed to assist not oppose the obi. The omu rallied all the women and 

ruled the Onitsha women should not cook for their husbands until their 

demands were met; a sanction more common in the Igbo hinterland than in 

Onitsha. The pressure was apparently effective but very unpleasant to Obi 

Anazonwu. The result was the eventual extinction of the office in the 

1890’s because of the king’s refusal to crown a new omu after the death of 

his rival. The refusal of the obi to appoint successor to Omu Nwagboka is 

an indication of the limitations of the omu office (2005, p210).  

 

As analyzed by Uchendu, this event was further evidence of how much more powerless 

the Omu was to the Obi since it was he who had the power to install the Omu; in this case 

refuse installation. However, such a conclusion is limited and overlooks two important 

facts. To begin with, the quarrel that took place was during the advent of British invasion; 

which subsequently usurped the Igbo political system with a colonial system. It can thus 

be argued that the position of the Omu would have been reinstated eventually; however, 

colonialism supported male-dominated patriarchal systems over those that were balanced 

between men and women. Secondly, the power that the Omu exhibited in this event does 

not illustrate the limitations of the position but the political possibilities which directly 

threated the King. Moreover, the actions of Nwagboka and the organization of women, is 

further proof that women were able to influence the decisions made even at the highest 

level in their respective societies. It would be in error to claim that the Omu and Obi were 

completely equal; however it would be just as erroneous to under estimate the political 

power vested in such a position held by an Igbo woman.  

Collective Direct Action Protest 

Igbo women used their organizations to punish those who violated their rights. 

Their organization served as a policing force to control domestic abuse or to punish 

people who violated the taboos of the society. Igbo women were often seen as the 
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enforcers of law and order and peace (Anyanwu, 1993). They used various forms of 

resistance strategies to punish individual men or a whole entire community of men. One 

strategy the was used by all the women in a particular village group was to boycott 

against performing womanly duties such as doing household chores, community 

maintenance, abstaining for sex and cooking food (Achebe, 2005; Chuku, 2005). 

Amadiume contends that within the Igbo culture, “men did not cook: control of food was 

therefore a political asset for the women” (1987, p 65). Additionally, men could not take 

refuge in the home of their mothers because all the women participated which added to 

their strength. In serious cases, all the women would leave their marital home and stay at 

their natal home; leaving their children and the men to tend to all of the daily obligations. 

This often resulted in the men consented to the demands of the women and begging for 

their return (Achebe, 2005; Chuku, 2005). Women also used their spiritual authority as 

political leverage. For example, the assembly of women was responsible for the funeral 

rites of the deceased. If the person did not maintain a positive relationship with the 

women’s assembly, they would boycott their funeral causing many task to go undone 

which pushed the family of the deceased to attempt to appease the women’s group 

(Achebe, 2005). Among the Nnobi, Daughters of the patrilineage were responsible for 

returning deceased daughters to their natal homes for proper burial. Daughters who 

resided as wives in other communities could not be buried in their marital homes. In 

some cases, the organization of daughters refused to retrieve the body as tactic to punish 

a husband who mistreated his wife who was a lineage member of their organization.  

Amadiume further explains:  

 Lineage daughters were also responsible for carrying out investigations 

into the cause of the woman’s death. If she had been maltreated in her 
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husband’s home, they would refuse to take her body back, and her 

husband and his lineage would be left with a decomposing corpse in a 

tropical climate, since they had no right to bury it.  This situation usually 

led to war (1987, p60) 

 

The women not only were able to use political strategies such as boycotting or refusing to 

perform essential responsibilities which brought the changes that they requested but it 

also demonstrated to the men how valuable and important the position of women were in 

their lives and to the community.  

The Women’s assembly also served as a form of protection for women who 

experienced physical abuse from their husbands. For example, if an abused woman 

brought her complaints to the organization, quick action was usually taken against the 

husband. This process was called “sitting on a man” or “sitting on a woman” depending 

on the offender, which translated to “make war on.” In this battle, women would gather at 

the home of the offender and ridicule him, sing songs that questioned his manhood, dance 

around his home all night, beat on the walls of his home until the man apologized and 

promised not to do the offense again (Allen, 1973). The women of Nsukka would all 

dress in war gear and remove the offender from his home and literally sit on him. This 

course of action was seen as legitimate and other men of the community did not get 

involved to stop the women.  Another action that was taken by the collective, was called 

“sitting-in” which was similar to “sitting-on”, however, the women would often invoke 

the community goddess to punish the offender and take the offender’s crops to offer to 

the goddess (Achebe, 2005). Women of the organization also used force on their 

offender. For example, if a husband sent his wife away for frivolous charges, the 

organization would force him to take her back into his home. Also, if a woman was not 
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being sexual satisfied by her husband because he was neglecting to have sexual 

intercourse with her; the assembly of women would escort the woman into her husband 

bedroom and sit-in on his compound until they received notice from the woman that he 

had in fact fulfilled his duties (Achebe, 2005). The next and more serious course of action 

was an extension of “sitting-in,” was “sleeping in” which caused for all the women to 

literally spend the night at the compound of the perpetrator. They danced and sung while 

destroying the offender’s property; it was seen as a symbolic burial of the offender. This 

act was only conducted to address the most serious offenses and when the offender did 

not satisfy their demands. The women also used ‘sleeping in’ as a political strategy to 

punish all the men in a particular community by sleeping in the village square.  

Women used their collective direct action tactics as ways to change the decisions 

made by men in their communities. In one case, groups of women from two separate 

societies used mass flight as an anti-war strategy. Chuku provides an example from the 

Orlu Igbo that illuminates this political move:  

All efforts by male authorities to end the war failed. Women from the two 

communities decided to intervene. They agreed to “run” to a neighboring 

village of Isiekenesi where there was an influential man. Women as 

mothers, wives, and grown-up daughters put down their babies, market 

and farm baskets, weeding hoes and [machetes], and pounding pestles; 

took away their tripods stands and put off their kitchen fire; and asked 

their husbands to fend for themselves, their children and domestic animals. 

When their fighting son, husbands and fathers returned from the war front, 

they met the whole villages and their families deserted and disarray. All 

their threats to the runaway women to come back fell on deaf ears until 

they negotiated through the powerful male figure in Isiekenesi where the 

women ran to and agreed to end the war (2005, p207).  

 

Women used their organizational apparatuses for the good of the community; to make 

peace and to prevent their men from being harmed even when they seemed unconcerned. 
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Another example of a tactic used by women to prevent war was women of the Orba and 

Obukpa societies. These two societies were believed to be related; therefore the women 

believed that it would upset the deities if they engaged in war (Achebe, 2005). The men 

ignored the women concerns which led to a mass demonstration. On the morning of the 

proposed war, the men were met by the naked bodies of their women in their town which 

prevented them from leaving their compound. Needless to say, the war did not occur. 

Women used nudity as a tactic in various circumstances as a way “to demean, shame, and 

embarrass an offender into compliance of submission” which symbolically represented 

the “termination of any social intercourse between men and women, and women’s refusal 

to recognize male’s authority” (Chuku, p208). This tactic was identified as a form of 

sexual assault (Achebe, 2005) which was particularly effective when practiced by elderly 

women. Chuku further explains:  

Elderly women, who like raffia or palm wine that got stronger with age, 

mostly used [nudity] as an instrument of resistance or protest. With old 

age came strength, defiance, resoluteness and resilience. As elderly 

women, they had nothing to fear, lose or be ashamed of…Women’s 

exhibitions of vulgarity and use of rituals of humiliation were meant to 

insult and embarrass the offender to submission by showing their utter 

lack of respect for him the particular system/authority he represented. 

(2004, p208) 

 

Women’s strategies, such as nudity, can be seen as political because they were performed 

to change the decisions by men at the political level. Women often did not have a direct 

voice on the governmental council if it did not pertain exclusively to women’s issues. 

However, this did not prohibit women from protesting against a verdict issued by male 

leaders that they did not create nor consent. Elechi documents the accounts of an elderly 

woman from Afikpo town that participated in a collective action protest movement led by 
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women in which they disputed a decision that denied land rights to a windowed woman. 

The case verdict was handed out by the village-group courts composed of men from the 

patrilineage. The elderly women describes the aftermath of the verdict:  

The village women group employed every customary method to persuade 

the men to rescind their decision without success. The village women 

embarked on a protest according to Akikpo custom. The women marched 

through the village playground naked. When this usually effective 

customary method of protest failed, the women of the village took with 

them only their children that were breast-feeding at the time. The men 

responded very quickly-revoked the decision on the matter and sent high-

powered emissaries to plead with the women to return. The men fulfilled 

other demands made by the women including certain expiation rites before 

the women returned (Elech, 2006, p168).  

 

Women were not included in the judicial process at the mini state level; however, as this 

testimony demonstrates women had the organizing power to alter the verdict.  

Igbo women had access to various avenues to achieve political power in their 

communities. As discussed, women formed organizations that gave them the power to 

relegate the behavior of community members, act as a voice for aggrieved women, and 

punish women and men that did not obey the moral code. They sustained harmony in 

their homes by challenging unnecessary wars and domestic abuse. In some parts of 

Igboland, women held the political post, the Omu, which worked in unison with the king. 

The Omu controlled her councilor and had authority over the market that not even the 

King had access. The Omu, along with the organized group of women was a force to be 

reckoning with; the members of their society respected their position and consented to 

their power. Igbo women’s strongest political mechanism was the ways in which they 

were able to remain unified and organized. Their organizational skills were critical to 

performing collective direct action tactics that were used not only to punish individuals 
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and groups but to dictate the policies and rulings issued in their community. It can be 

argued that women’s use of political strategies were direct ways that they could influence 

the decisions made by men, who essentially were the visible force in the government, 

without actually having a direct hand in the governmental process. That is, it was not 

necessary for women to possess an official position, if in fact they could change the 

direction of verdicts put in place by men indirectly by using collective protest.  

Motherhood  

African women were particularly revered because they were the source of giving 

and sustaining life. They gave birth to children who were the future of African 

communities. The status of Igbo women therefore resided in their ability to have and rear 

children. As explained by Nzegwu, Igbo women desire for children was “rooted in their 

positive experience of motherhood, in the social validation of their reproduction labor, 

and the emotional needs having children satisfied for them” (2006, p40). Perhaps it is 

difficult to understand the importance of motherhood when operated from a different 

cultural perspective, however from the African view, it was supreme. Motherhood was an 

essential step in the life cycle of any woman within Igbo society. The primary goal or 

aspiration was to get married and have children among the Igbo. Elechi explains the 

importance of marriage and procreation among the Igbo:  

Every adult, male or female, in Africa is expected to be married, at least 

once in his or her lifetime. To die without having a child is considered a 

waste and the individual is treated as a pariah. People who die without any 

offspring are not accorded any full burial, and are thrown away into the 

evil forest…the individual who dies young and without an offspring is not 

given a full burial and is not mourned publicly. They cannot become 

ancestors, and nobody will pour libation to them. Further, the individual is 

considered as having not contributed to the survival and continuity of the 

group who depend on the succeeding generation for their survival (2006, 

p150). 
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Consequently, women or men who could not have children were susceptible to a less 

favorable position in Igbo society. If it was found that a man was impotent, it could 

threaten his whole existence as a member of his community. In such cases, it could be 

secretly arranged by parents of both parties for another man to become a sperm donor to 

his wife or wives (Henderson and Henderson, 1966). The husband and wife could not 

deny each other sex (except during the woman’s menstruation or the post-partum time 

period) and for reasons that seemed to go beyond the pleasure principle, as conferred by 

Henderson and Henderson- a wife was expected “regular sexual performances by her 

husband, for her status will be measured primarily by the number of children she 

produces” (1966, p11). Motherhood for Igbo women was the ultimate goal because it 

served to define her position within her society. However, motherhood before marriage 

was shameful. Such an act brought about harsh punishment to any woman who went 

against the moral code (Amadiume, 1987).  

Marriage 

One avenue to motherhood was through becoming a wife of a man. The 

traditional form of marriage in Igbo society consisted of one husband, a wife (or wives), 

and children. A man often aspired to have many wives so that he could have many 

children, however, only those men who were economically secure could afford to marry 

more than one wife. It was the husband’s responsibility to provide his family with yams 

and meat for meals throughout the day. As confirmed by the study of the Onitsha Igbo by 

Henderson and Henderson, in which they state that it is the husband “who provides the 

major portions of the staple food and stores it in the barns at the back of the ancestral 
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house” (1966, p15).  However, if he could not afford to feed all of his wives and children, 

it was grounds for divorce (Henderson and Henderson, 1966). Henderson and Henderson 

delineate further that “by doing so she loses no rights over the children- for she has no 

legal rights-and she does not lose the affective bond with them. The mother-child bond is 

the strongest affective tie on either boy or girl and it survives divorce” (1966, p12). 

Women also contributed to supplemented the meals with food crops such as cassava and 

coco yam; additionally it was the women who cooked the food for their children and 

husband. Women were the care takers of the home; they produced the daily meals, 

cleaned their homes and neighborhoods and watched after the children (Amadiume, 

1987).  

The first wife often encouraged her husband to marry more women because it 

could reduce her workload and it provided her with companionship. According to P. K 

Uchendu, the first wife occupied a superior position to the other wives, in that she was to 

provide direction and good leadership for her co-wives, second to her husband (1993). 

She takes on the status of the “Big Mother” as her role is to watch over the affairs of her 

co-wives (V Uchendu, 1965). The first wife controlled and led many activities over her 

co-wives such as performing rituals, cleaning of the ancestral house, cooking for 

important events, and distributimg the husband’s wealth to the other wives (Henderson 

and Henderson, 1966).  It was  beneficial for the first wife to have co-wives because it 

“provided her with company as the sexes were not companions to one another in the pre-

colonial time” since “it was a sign of weakness to be in women’s company, so a single 

wife was always lonely” (P.K Uchendu, p13). However, it should be noted that once a 

woman had co-wives, it was the man who felt excluded, as stated by Victor Uchendu, 
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women “tend to exclude men from their leisure activities” (1965, p86). Beyond the 

benefits large families brought to the first wife, Elechi contends that families sought to 

increase their family size in order to “immortalize their names through the succeeding 

generations” (2006, p149). Given that infant mortality was often high; the prospect of 

having a big family was low if a family consisted only of a man and one woman. Thus, if 

a man married more than one wife, the possibility of having many children increased. 

Within the Igbo worldview, becoming an ancestor was another important aspiration; 

however, the first requirement was to have a child. The more children a person produced, 

the more people he or she will leave in the physical world that would venerate them 

during their stay in the spiritual realm (Elechi, 2006).  

 Igbo women understood the important position that they occupied in their 

communities. Through marriage, lineages were linked together by the exchanged of 

daughters who were required to marry and move into the patrilineage of their husbands 

(Amadiume, 1987). Familial relations were able to develop and thrive since marriage was 

not reduced to the unification of two individuals but the unity of two families. Marriages 

were the foundation of Igbo communities as it engendered the growth of families, the 

connection of lineages that helped to build positive relationships between village groups 

and it gave women and men the ability to become ancestors. Women as wives were able 

to solidify the purpose of marriage by becoming mothers, which in turn upgraded their 

status position.  

Economic Production  

 
Women entered into marriages with the primary plan of becoming mothers. As 

explains by Mbiti, “marriage and procreation in African communities are a unity: without 
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procreation marriage is incomplete” (Elechi, p151) hence some women that did not have 

the ability to produce children found ways to validate their position as wives by using 

surrogates. Elechi states that,  

[A] form of marriage that is common in Igbo society is where a woman 

marries another woman for her husband. This happens where the woman, 

often a wealthy one, is unable to bear a male child or child at all. She then 

marries another woman by paying the bride-weath, and her husband mates 

with this woman to procreate. The woman and the children from this 

relationship belong to the household of the wife who married the woman 

(2006, p151).  

 

Women were very important to society for at least one major reason- their bodies were 

the instruments in which life flowed. Therefore, even if a woman achieved economic 

success but did not have children, it would have a negative impact on her position in her 

community. Woman to woman marriages not only served as remedies to situations that 

were out of the biological control of women but it also gave barren women the chance to 

meet the expectations of an Igbo member. However, woman to woman marriages were 

not lesbian relationships between women. It was a contractual relationship that was 

predicated on producing children for women that did not have the ability. Industrious 

wives who became economically successful but did have children would not be as 

important within her society as compared to a wife with children and economic success. 

Amadiume states that in “those days, it seems it was not enough for a woman to be 

merely wealthy. She had to be known for something else as well, such as the number of 

sons she bore, or the number of wives she married” (1987, p47). She provides two 

examples from her text Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an 

African Society, that demonstrated that with the acquisition of motherhood came more 

fame and respect. Among the Nnobi, the Eze Okigbo was a well-known Obi with many 
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wives that married other women, known as women to women marriages, which in turn 

brought to them a lot of status (Amadiume, 1987). Among his 13 wives, Nwambata Aku 

was his favorite, and she had 25 wives. One of the elders in Nnobi stated that another one 

of Eze Okigbo’s wealthy wives, Nwaoye Ojeka,“did not bear any children at her 

husband’s home, yet she was talked about a great deal” (Amadiume,1987, p 47). From 

the perspective of the respondent and according to the Igbo worldview, it was strange that 

Nwaoye Ojeka was still remembered or highly discussed in oral history. However, it 

seems that her wealth was not what people remembered alone but rather it was her wealth 

coupled with a her marriage to a famous husband, a prominent Obi. Another elder with 

the same sentiment stated: 

Nwaoye Ojeka was mentioned in the sense that she got wealthy, but I did 

not hear that she gave birth to anyone. Nwambata, for example, was also 

wealthy, but she married wives and was therefore known for that. As for 

Nwaoye Ojeka, I do not know why she should have been popular, as she 

has no children: perhaps others know why.  

 

Both elders clearly expressed their confusion with why Nwaoye Ojeka was remembered 

despite the fact that she did not bare any children in her marriage to Obi Eze Okigbo. It is 

also clear that this was frown upon and such an example represented the exception to the 

cultural norm. Iheuwa, another wife of Eze Okigbo, did not have any children but she 

married a woman named Onudiulu who birthed three sons. In the woman to woman 

marriage arrangement, any children born belonged to the female husband which in this 

case was Iheuwa (Amadiume, 1987). The aforementioned examples show that typically 

wealthy women had the resources to afford to marry other women since they could afford 

the bride price. This also suggests that poor barren women were more likely to become a 

victim of their circumstance for which they had little control given that they were not in 
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the financial position to take advantage of the woman to woman marriage custom; 

leaving their status and access to power in their society stifled. 

Women often struggled to achieve both status symbols in Igbo culture: wealth and 

children. Henderson and Henderson give details about the antithetical relationship that 

existed between accumulating wealth and having children: 

In Onitsha belief, success in trading and success in producing children are 

inversely correlated. There are good structural reasons for this: a woman 

who is impregnated regularly (within the limits set by post-partum sex 

taboo) will have little opportunity to build wide trade contacts until she is 

past menopause. Conversely, the woman who has no children can build a 

position of status only by trading-there is no other legitimate route. 

Between these extremes Onitsha people recognize that a woman with few 

children is more likely to have wealth with which to buy fish, condiments 

and prestige articles for her children and her husband than are those 

women  who have raised many (1966, p14).  

 

Women were encouraged to acquire wealth through trade as well as have many children; 

however, achieving both was quite difficult. Henderson and Henderson explained that 

among the Onitsha, the criteria that was used to judge the status of wife was “her 

seniority marriage; her contribution, through trading, to the wealth of the household; and 

the number of her children”- financial contribution and motherhood being the most 

important (1966, p14). However, as previously explained wealth without motherhood 

was not highly regarded among the Igbo. A wealthy childless woman who went to start 

her marketing activities may be criticized by her co-wives with taunts such as this: “That 

is well, you may go off to your marketing. You have nothing better to do than sit there all 

day. I must stay here and see to all my children” (Henderson and Henderson, p15). 

Hence, it can be inferred that married Igbo women with children maintained a higher 

status position than those who did not have children despite their wealth. Amadimue 

states both “power and security for women as wives were linked to their ability to give 
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birth and to their roles as mothers” (1987, p78), which further explains that motherhood 

was the primary way that women accessed power within Igbo culture.  

 Women who had a lot of children were able to increase their status position 

indirectly through the achievements of their husbands. Children represented a source of 

labor for the Igbo family. The Igbo staple crop was the yam which was very labor 

intensive. According to Korieh,  

Cultivation of yams could have been organized only on a scale 

manageable by the family in relatively small units. Shots falls in labour 

could have been met be enlarging the labour available to the household. 

The need to reproduce labour to support yam cultivation likely encouraged 

marriage alliances and polygamy. The extended family was organized in a 

way to sustain yam production, because yam is a very difficult crop to 

produce and requires a lot of human labour and care (2007, p225).  

 

Women and their reproduction ability served as the catalyst for yam production, which in 

turn allowed men to earn titles that defined their masculinity in Igbo culture. Men that 

accumulated many yams from their farms were able to earn titles in their communities 

such as Ezeji meaning “yam king” (Korieh, p223). Individual achievements often were 

opportunities for men to earn titles and become distinguished figures in their community 

thus accumulate more power. Women that had many children were praised as well by 

their husbands and their communities. Njoku explains how motherhood gave women 

higher status due to its link with economic production:  

 In some places, a wife who had ten children was highly rewarded by her 

husband with a goat and became a celebrity. Women bore children who 

provided most of the labor force who produced the yam wealth upon 

which men’s social statutes depended. Women were also the main 

producers of the other farm products and staples of the forest industry 

upon which the general populace depended for subsistence (Njoku, p208). 
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Women also competed to earn titles in cocoyam production; however, labor was essential 

to success in agriculture which came from increasing the size of one’s family. As P 

Uchendu concurs, “a woman’s social status depended on how fruitful she was as a 

mother and on her economic contribution to the family” (1993, p14).  Women used 

motherhood as a way to advance their position in society through the labor of her 

children which fostered economical growth.  

Women also increased their social status by the amount of sons or daughters that 

they birthed but in different ways (Amadiume, 1987). Women sought to have female 

children because of the potential financial asset that came from the bride price during the 

marriage of their daughters as well as the domestic help their daughters provided. This 

sentiment is demonstrated through the song created by the Nnobi women:    

 

One has given birth to a bag of money 

Thanks to God. 

This cloth I wear is money. 

This meat I eat is money. 

This fish I eat is money. 

This child I have is money (Amadiume, p78)…. 

Bag of money has grown,  

She has grown 

What is left? 

Nothing is left but to sell her. 

This meant that there was nothing left but to marry her off! (Amadiume, p97)  

 

Male children also represented a sign of wealth because property transferred through 

them within the patrilineage. The first son was usually the person to inherit his father’s 

property, consequently wives sought to give birth to the first male child so that they could 

reap the benefits of their son’s estate. Sons were also responsible for taking care of their 

mothers; particularly as it relates to financing their funerals which gave sons the chance 

to demonstrate their success (Amadiume, 1987). Amadiume states that for women, 
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having sons was good because “it was men who owned profit, or fortune” (1987, p77). 

First sons were protected by their mothers because the position that they held was very 

political since they would in theory take the place of their father. As Amadiume explains, 

“Stepmothers were more cruel to male children, especially if the child was the first son, 

who would inherit his father’s position. They might even poison the child’s food” 

(Amadiume, p 86). Women were able to use their children to access power because it 

provided them with financial wealth that they could use to their own benefit. Women as 

mothers also provided their children with protection and the guidance necessary to 

become well balance adults. The Igbo word nneka means ‘motherhood is the highest 

good’ (Agbasiere, p85) demonstrates the high value given to mothers. Therefore, it is 

fitting that the Igbo word for motherless, Ogbenye nne, is same word used to identify a 

poor person, Ogbenye (Amaduime, p 86). As “motherless” is equated to being a poor 

person; it can be theoretically argued that a person who has a mother and receives its 

benefit is socially rich and receives the ‘highest goods’.  

Political Agency  

 Women also benefitted from having many sons because once they became men, 

they had full access to the Igbo democratic process; the patrilineage of men responsible 

for making the decisions for their communities. Uchendu furthers adds that a “woman 

may be highly ranked because of the position of a distinguished son” (1965, p 86), thus 

giving her indirect power and influence which she reaped from her son. It could be 

reasoned that adult sons involved in the political process could be influenced by the ideas 

of their mothers given that “the relationship to her remains the most profound bond of 

dependence a man has; indeed, this emotional dependence is so deep that Onitsha people 
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readily suspect the mother of causing any son’s impotence with his wife” and such a 

bond is only lifted when the mothers dies (Henderson and Henderson, p 43).  The strong 

bond between mother and child is expressed in the Igbo proverb: “Mother and child do 

not have to eat with lamp” (Nnam, p 178, 2007). The connection between mother and son 

would seem to benefit the mother in situations where she needed decisions to be steered 

in her favor. For example, the organization of women often used collective protest action 

to challenge decisions made by the men of the patrilineage in which they did not agree. 

The most extreme tactics consisted of nudity enacted by the mothers against their adult 

male children. It was used to shame the male sons in compliance when other tactics failed 

(Chuku, 2005). Chuku states that “revealing women’s genitals was in essence a curse-like 

a man seeing the genitals of his mother-the shame could lead him to commit suicide 

(2005, p208). Achebe further adds that the “power of the curse, or insult, was in the 

shamefulness or humiliation of seeing “one’s mother’s nakedness” –a potential that could 

give life and take it away at the same time” (2006, p177). Therefore nudity as a political 

tactic seemed to be most affective when performed by aged mothers against the male 

community which included their adult sons.  

Igbo women used their reproductive capacities as political leverage in many 

situations to improve their social position. Motherhood became a source of political 

agency that only the woman in question had control over; thus it was used to advance 

their agenda while curtailing the power of their oppressor. Douglas Chambers discusses, 

in “Igbo Women in the Early Modern Atlantic World: The Burden of Beauty,” how 

enslaved Igbo women may have foregone motherhood so that they could exercise a level 

of agency in a more than demeaning state. Chambers states:  
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Many enslaved women, Igbo or otherwise, clearly rebelled by refusing to 

bear children, by self- restraining their ‘reproduction capacities…to 

damage the wealth and power of the slave owner’ Sometimes others 

refused to raise those who born, choosing infanticide over the bringing up 

of new children into the hellish condition of slavery (2009, p317). 

 

The Igbo woman that chose to terminate her pregnancies or even commit infanticide 

found herself in a social position that was permanent and was created to benefit the 

enslaver. Therefore, it was an act of resistance to deny the enslaver the potential labor 

that could come from children even though such acts went against the Igbo beliefs 

concerning the survival of future generations. Perhaps Igbo women would have opted to 

preserve motherhood if it could have granted them with a better social standing. For 

example, during the European slave trade, many Igbo held slaves that were used to 

produce raw goods which were sold to European traders. Under the Igbo system of 

slavery, enslaved Igbo women’s position improved once they had children. Njoku further 

explains such a transformation: 

Incidentally, the status of slave women changed when they became wives 

and bore children. The importance of such women in the sections of 

Igboland that are matrilineal, especially in Ohafia, became generally 

elevated. They became not only wives but also daughters and members of 

the matrilineal kinsfolk of their husbands or the person who initially 

brought them to the village. Such wives and kindred became more valued 

than the women who became wives through endogamous marriage (2009, 

p211). 

 

Igbo women through motherhood were able to become full fledge members of a 

particular community; even surpassing the status of other wives. Enslaved women who 

became mothers were emancipated and their children were born free as well (Njoku, 

2009). It is clear that motherhood for enslaved Igbo women in parts of Igboland provided 
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them with options that changed their life for the better while under European 

enslavement; Igbo women and their children suffered an inhumane existence for life.  

During the advent of European colonialism, many Igbo women were strong 

opponents of the ideas that were being forced upon them by European missionaries. 

Missionaries sought to terminate the traditional practices of the Igbo and replace them 

with Christian ideologies; one being the termination of the practice of the killing of twins 

which in some cases ending with the banishment of the mother as well. Igbo women 

sought to maintain Igbo culture and beliefs and consequently they resisted the efforts of 

missionaries, even though it could have potentially protected them as mothers. Although 

the twin infanticide seemed to contradict the beliefs of the Igbo as it relates to the high 

value placed on children and potential status increase that a woman could enjoy by 

becoming a mother; Igbo women used their right to choose the type of births that were in 

align with the Igbo belief system. The Igbo believed that multiple births were associated 

with the animal world while single birth characterized as human (Isichei, 1976). 

Consequently, twin births were seen as an abnormality (Agbasiere, 2000). Igbo women 

used their agency to fight for a political matter that involved the subject of motherhood 

and their right to choose to adhere to Igbo mores; therefore challenging a foreign belief 

system. Ekechi further illuminates this point:  

 

In retrospect, it might indeed be tempting to construe women’s opposition 

in this matter of infanticide as the reaction of “blind romantics,” or indeed, 

as evidence of unenlightened reactionary elements. But this would be a 

mistake. For, once again, women’s opposition was directly against foreign 

interventions and innovations perceived as threats to omenala. In that case, 

women might even be seen as playing the role of catalysts of nationalist 

consciousness, and not as obscurantists, or, as the imperialists viewed 

them, elements opposed to the advance of civilization” (2009, p 229). 
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Many Igbo women protested the change that occurred due to the invasion of Europeans. 

They called for the restoration of the Igbo beliefs and the termination of the presence of 

Europeans. Some Igbo women and men accepted the changes, particularly during the 

early stages of colonialism. Some men abandoned their traditional practices in the name 

on “modernity” by not receiving ancient facial scarification and embraced the Warrant 

Chief system which gave power to low status men. However, in 1925 Igbo women living 

in the same area “organized an anti-colonial and anti- modernist movement” in which 

they contended that Chukwu wanted them to return to “ancient customs, and as proof of 

their opposition to ‘government time’ the women sought to increase their birth rate” 

(Chamber, p319). A similar example was found within the female descendants of the 

enslaved populations among the Nkanu who help to increase their population from 3 

percent to neither one third in order to become a political threat against the free-born 

descendants who treated them unequally (Chambers, 2009).  Strategic reproduction was 

commonly used among Igbo women as a tool to gain political leverage. Women had 

more children for political reasons as strategy to increase their numbers and thus gain 

power in communities that they were oppressed. 

 Motherhood was also used as the motivating force and drive in women’s protests 

against men of their community and against European colonizers. Women would 

organized and sing chants such as “It is I who gave birth to you, It is I who cook for you 

to eat…May you soon die” a curse that was believe to summon all female ancestors on an 

offender (Achebe, p183). Igbo women elevated their motherhood status to supreme using 

the spiritual backing of ancestral mothers which was used to challenge the authoritative 

position of men; lessening their status down to mere children. Their message can be 
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further translated as such: “It is we women who give birth to men, it is we women who 

feed men, How dare you do in injustice to a woman?” (Achebe, p183).  Igbo women 

were able to validate their womanhood through their ability to give birth and raise 

children, in addition to feeding their husbands. It goes without question that men could 

not argue with such a position; additionally it demonstrated to men that women were very 

powerful and possessed a significant amount of control in their society.  Igbo mothers 

were politically moved into action during the colonial period as well. The Aku mothers 

protested against British colonialists and Igbo Warrant Chiefs who kidnapped their 

younger sons to build a railroad that was to connect the Nsukka division to the Port 

Harcourt. The original plan was to used older able bodied men; however the recruits were 

low, so they began to take young boys (Achebe, 2006). After learning where their sons 

had disappeared; all Aku women organized and marched down to each of the three 

warrant chief compounds’ in a warlike fashion- painted black from head to toe. They 

chanted these words to the offenders: “This woman is the mother of her son” and 

demanded that their sons be returned. The Aku women showed the men their genitals; a 

curse that symbolized male castration then they proceeded to find the district manager, 

“the white man in charge” (Achebe, p 183). The district manager immediately gave in to 

the orders of the women and returned their sons home. These Igbo women used their 

motherhood and thus ownership over their children as fuel to fiercely fight against Igbo 

male traitors and British colonists. Igbo women proclaimed that they were in fact the 

mothers of their sons not the so-called authorities and they will do whatever it took to 

make that crystal clear to the powers at be.  
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Igbo women were conscious of the power that motherhood embodied. They used 

it as a source of agency to advance their political agendas. It was their position as 

mothers that bolstered their political credibility. Igbo women used the power received 

from motherhood to threaten their communities when the felt ignored or mistreated. As 

stated by Nzegwu, the “ideology of motherhood extends to all mothers and constituted 

the basis for compelling obedience from everyone who gestated in the womb” (2006, 

p52); everyone included their adult male children whom they maintained control over 

even though they were fully grown adults. Their reproductive capacities gave them the 

ability to increase or decrease their child births to alter their social standing or negatively 

impact their oppressor. Mothers were the protectors over their children; they reacted 

vehemently when their children were violated. Therefore, motherhood pushed Igbo 

women into political action and it was because of their passion, resilience, and authority 

as mothers that their offenders were forced to recognize them as a political force.  

Socialization 

Motherhood provided Igbo women with the space to yield a significant amount of 

influence over community members beginning with their children. Women were 

responsible for the early socialization of their children. It was a mother’s responsibility to 

teach her children the cultural norms of the society such as moral conduct, philosophical 

beliefs, and public behavior.  Mothers were criticized if their child misbehaved in public 

spaces- it was quickly attributed to a lack of home training (Agbasiere, 2000). The 

education that mothers provided for their children was the first crucial step to become full 

functioning members in society; by this means they were able to become accepted 

members of their community. Membership was based on being born into the lineage; 
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however, ever member was socialized according to the rules and regulations set by the 

society. For example, it was the job of mothers to control the sexual behavior of their 

daughters once they reached puberty (Amadiume, 1987). This crucial time period 

mustered great anxiety for mothers over their daughters since any sign of pre-marital sex 

could negatively impact the course of a young woman’s life. Daughters that reached the 

age of puberty were discouraged by their mothers from engaging in sexual activities 

before marriage through the art form of storytelling. Young daughters were told of stories 

that painted men in a negative light such as “lone men like wolves laying traps for them, 

also gangs of young men roaming the wild, who could trap and rape them in the forest” 

(Amadiume, p 96). Stories were told to ensure abstinence and obedience to the Igbo 

customs.  Mothers were given the task of controlling the sexuality of their young 

daughters before marriage thereby given their daughters the opportunity to become 

mothers without the burden of shame. Women highest calling in Igbo society was 

becoming mothers. Marriage was one of the avenues taken to achieve motherhood.  

However, Igbo women access the most power not as wives but as mothers. Nzegwu 

contends:  

Whereas wifehood constituted a subordinate identity, motherhood 

liberated them from that status and accorded them immense powers. Once 

a wife became a mother and established the mother-child dyad, her status 

dramatically changed, giving her greater rights that allowed her to reshape 

her conjugal unit and the larger marital family (2006, p50).  

 

The mother child dyad was the smallest social unit, consisting of the children that were 

birthed through the same womb. In a polygamous family, the father was the common 

denominator in which all the children shared a blood relationship that tied them to the 

lineage group; however, it was the mother’s womb that created the strongest bond 
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between siblings. The children of the same womb formed an allegiance to their mother 

and they identified with being a part of their mother’s usokwu, the residence of the 

mother where the primary socialization of children occurs (Nzegwu, 2006). Nzegwu 

contends that “the principal function of mothers is to grow the lineage by having 

children, motherhood is the goal of usokwu formation, and usokwu is the seat of mother’s 

power” because it grants their full autonomy as leaders over their children (2006, p 51). 

The Igbo proverb, “The mother’s yeast has been applied to the mother’s bread,” 

expresses how a mother was able to use her power to shape her children to her own 

benefit (Nnam, 2007).  Nzegwu contends that the oma or mother force “works by binding 

together umunne (children of the mother) in a moral scheme that compels them to act 

together to further the interest of their usokwu” (2006, p54). The more children birthed to 

one woman helped to increase her usokwu which resulted in increasing the amount of 

people she had direct influence over.  

Mother’s enjoyed a high reverence from there sons and daughters. Women had an 

important role in the rearing of children and for that reason they were held in great 

esteem by young men and women whose lives they shaped. Their sons and daughters 

were expected to care for them “in a special way, particularly in times of crisis, such as 

illness, old age, and so on” (Agbasiere, p 85). It was understood that parents took care of 

children first while children took care of parents later (Ogunleye, 1999). Mothers were 

expected to receive the utmost respect from their children because of all the sacrifices 

that mothers made for them in their childhood and would continue to make into their 

adulthood. In parts of Igboland, a celebration called the Ihe Onyima was organized by 

young adults for their mothers in order to recognize the sacrifice that mothers made to 
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raise their children; oddly there was not a similar celebration that existed for fathers 

(Nnam, 2007). It can be argued that it was an accepted view that mothers were expected 

to put significantly more into their children than fathers. As the Igbo proverbs states, “As 

a woman has is as she gives her kid” which illuminates the extent to which women 

mothered their children (Nnam, 2007). A good mother was expected to starve so that her 

children could eat and to protect them at all cost even against their own father 

(Amadiume, 1987). Many Igbo proverbs expressed the expectations given to mothers. 

For example, the adage “A child on the mother’s back does not know the distance,” 

expresses that a child in the care of his or her mother does not know all of which has been 

sacrificed to ensure that he or she is given a good life (Nnam, 2007). Another adage states 

that “A baby that keeps the mother from sleeping does not sleep either,” explains that 

when a child upsets his or her mother, he or she is also being negatively affected because 

he or she is not doing what is in his or her best interest (Nnam, 2007). Additionally, a 

child who is not doing what is in their best interest is also keeping their mother from 

“sleeping” or being in a state of peace. Mothers were responsible for teaching their 

children the norms of society; however, if their children did not follow the rules, they had 

to endure the consequences which not only impacted the child but also the mother. 

Mothers were also given the task of being advisers to their children, as is seen in the Igbo 

proverb, “The Mother-bed bug said to the baby-bed-bug, “be patient, whatever is hot will 

eventually get cool” (Nnam, 2007). Mothers continued to advise and help their children 

into their adulthood with issues that they were most seasoned. For example, mothers 

provided post natal care for their adult daughters after they gave birth to a child. As 

grandmothers, they resided in the home of their daughters for four weeks which provided 
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new mothers the time to heal and get settled with their new baby (Amadiume, 1987; 

Henderson and Henderson, 1966). Mothers as grandmothers continued to sacrifice for 

their children even as they became adults; given legitimacy to the euphemism, “a 

mother’s job is never done.” 

 Igbo women transmitted positive ideologies about women and motherhood to 

their children and the larger community through songs. Songs centered on motherhood 

demonstrated the importance of women and the power that they held through giving 

birth. One verse in a song stated “woman is principal without a woman, how can a child 

be born?” (Amadiume, p79). Women created songs that were self-affirming and defined 

womanhood as supreme. Additionally, women were able to use songs to socialize the 

community at large about the significance of women as it relates to the survival of the 

group. Other songs created by women discussed the benefit of motherhood as it relates to 

social security and social status: 

If not for the power of giving birth, who will give me?  

Buy white fowl, who will give me?  

Bring white palm-white, who will give me?  

If not for the power of giving birth, who will give me?  (Amadiume, p78)  

 

Women stressed that their most crucial position rested in their role as mothers. Children 

spent most of their time with their mothers. An important tool that was used in the 

socialization process was story telling. Stories were told of decease mothers who returned 

to avenge their children against the maltreatment of a stepmother and of motherless 

children starving (Amadiume, 1987). The aforementioned tales demonstrated the great 

value of mothers. Children ideas were shaped at an early age which fostered positive 

attitudes and great appreciate towards their mothers.  
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Women as mothers were the primary actors in the socialization process. Mothers 

were responsible for passing knowledge from one generation to the next. They were 

responsible for rearing their children in such a way that permitted them to be functioning 

members of their community. Mothers prepared their children to adhere to cultural 

norms, avoid taboos and learn discipline so that the will not experience rejection from 

their society.  The home was the domain of women in that it was where they established 

their seat of control. Children were raised in the home of their mother which is the 

primary locale of socialization. Motherhood gave women the autonomy to influence their 

children which in turn benefitted them in regards to status, social security and high level 

of loyalty. Mothers continued to advise their children into adulthood which verified the 

control and influenced that they maintained even over adult members of their community.  

Women controlled and constructed the ideologies surrounding their identity which were 

articulated through songs and stories. They proclaimed womanhood to be essential on the 

basis that without women, communities could not grow therefore given credence to their 

personhood and their importance to the community.  

Spiritual Adherence   

 

Women possessed the reproductive capacities to have children but they also 

controlled and conducted the spiritual rituals which were believed to bring children into 

existence. Within the Igbo worldview, people were composed of physical and spiritual 

parts; the latter being the most essential. The spiritual realm dictated the physical 

activities on earth. Therefore, consultation with the spiritual realm was necessary in order 

to bring about children. Women were the leaders and the facilitators of the fertility cult 
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that was responsible for communicating and making sacrifices to the spiritual world 

(Amadiume, 1987; Nzegwu, 2006).  

Among the Nnobi, women preformed fertility rituals with new wives and 

husbands and in turn were given payment for their services. Newly wives had to pay an 

initiation fee to become a part of the cult which was usually paid for by their mothers. 

The fertility ritual dance was preformed after the marriage ceremony by the daughters of 

the patrilineage before the wife relocated into her marital home. The ritual was comprised 

of “wives as seasoned women and non-virgins” who “sang lewd songs” that imitated the 

sounds of sexual intercourse and of crying babies (Amadiume, p72). The women danced 

in mud with the new couple and asked the members of the spiritual world to bless the 

couple with children as well as other members present. According to Amadiume, “the 

marriage between a man and a woman was sealed by the women when they gave the 

couple license to copulate and whished them conception through the act” (1987, p73). 

Once the new wife joined the wives of her husband’s lineage, rituals were preformed by 

the wives of her marital home rather than the wives of her natal home. For example, at 

the sight of a woman’s first pregnancy further rituals were preformed by the wives of her 

marital home. As further explained by Amadiume:  

Two main people performed these initiations into motherhood. They were 

a female and a woman referred to as onyo ekete, ‘one who tie a black 

string round the waist of the bride’. The ritual of tying was called iwoyi 

ekete or itunye ashi. It was accompanied by prayers and the pouring of 

libation and was attended by relatives and friends. The importance of the 

woman who conducted this ritual was signified by the fact that she 

received a jar of palm-wine during the carrying of palm-wine ceremony. 

This same woman… appears to have has the status of “mother of 

maternity’… (1987, p 73). 
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Women were thus responsible for rituals that occurred before marriage to ensure the birth 

of children and the rituals during pregnancy that protected the developing child and 

prepared the soon-to-be mother for motherhood.   

First time expected mothers were spiritually protected under the oma of their own 

mothers because it was believed that the chi (individual protective spirit) of soon-to-

mothers lacked “maternal experience” (Nzegwu, p 52). Women carrying their first child 

were not yet aligned with the oma’s powers since they were not yet mothers. The Oma 

was “the mother-force” that was comprised of the power from “the spirit of mothers, 

mother’s mother, and mother’s uterine sisters” which was the spiritual authority that 

controlled the variables necessary for procreation. As Nzegwu further delineates:  

Oma harnesses omumu, the principle of fertility and reproductive power, 

and omumu is activated by sacrifice to mothers and the principle and 

fountainhead of motherhood. The activation of oma and associated 

principle of omumu were believed to manifest once a mother-to-be is in 

tune with oma. This opens the creative channel of maternal energy to flow 

through her, clearing whatever psychic obstructions there may be in her 

path. Energized by oma, the mother-to-be is spiritually placed in a 

receptive state for conception and to attract the right earthbound spirit. Her 

chances of safe delivery are heighted if she is in alignment with the 

protective custody of her chi… (2006, p52).  

 

Mothers possessed the spiritual power over fertility and reproduction. Women that were 

expecting their first baby was shielded by the protective spiritual powers of their own 

mother until they officially became mothers. Giving birth to a child for the first time 

changed the spiritual authority afforded to women once they entered into motherhood. 

The power of a mother’s was threefold: it resided in her usokwu, omumu, and chi 

(Nzegwu, 2006). She possessed omumu power, the rituals associated with reproduction 

and sacrifice to the oma, mother-force; her chi protected her through childbirth; and 
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having many children increased her usokwu, her home, therefore establishing her 

control and influence. Once a woman had her first child she created a shrine that 

represented the matrilineal line which was positioned near her cooking hearth. It was 

believed that the mothers’ spirit force would protect the mother and her children and 

provide the nutrients needed for those that she fed from her cooking pot (Nzegwu, 

2006). According to Ogunleye, ‘“The mothers” (oma) were objectified in the form of a 

small, rounded, conical clay mound that symbolized the shrine of the mothers as well as 

maternity, a perpetual force that the Igbo of Onitsha believed acted on all the 

descendants of a woman” (1999, p212). Mothers continued to be venerated as they 

moved into the spiritual realm which gave earthly mothers the power they possessed 

over fertility and reproduction thereby sustaining the community.  

 Motherhood was placed on the highest platform as it was the means of expanding 

the lineage on earth and increasing the amount of people transitioned into the spiritual 

realm. The primary step to becoming an ancestor was to first have children and it was 

through the reproductive capacities of women that the goal was made possible. Women 

sought to achieve motherhood even if they were barren, through opted to partake in 

female to female marriages which was a route that was usually taken by wealthier 

women. Women who had more children were also able to improve their social position 

by means of their children. As mothers, women were able to gain a considerable amount 

of political power which they use to fuel gynecological revolts and movements rooted in 

maternal politics and power. Socialization over community members began in the home 

of mothers. Children were educated and monitored as they grew to become mature 

functioning members in their community. As a result, adult members remained loyal and 
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extremely close to their mothers which directly impacted mothers ability to influence the 

decisions made by their female and male adult children. Women as mothers maintained 

spiritual authority over fertility and reproduction; such power they received from the 

collective whole of mothers, past and present. Motherhood gave women the ability to 

control important intuitions in their society such as economic production, child 

reproduction, and cultural socialization. Women therefore acted as agents in their society 

and accessed political power by way of the institutions that they governed.   

Conclusion 

Although each dimension (Spiritual Authority, Political Leadership, and 

Motherhood) has been discussed as separate entities; the research has revealed that each 

dimension was highly interdependent rather than independent. Women’s political power 

was multi-layered because it was received from occupying a position that was multi-

dimensional rather than one dimensional. Each dimension was strengthened and informed 

by the other which further empowered the actors’ position in their society.  Igbo women 

were subsequently able to gained power from occupying a multi-layered position within 

the intricate web of institutions that governed mini states throughout Igboland. This 

complex layered of power can be found in all three areas of study.  

For instance, female deities, the epitome of Igbo women’s spiritual authority, 

embodied maternal elements in which they acted as the spiritual mothers of the 

community by providing them with protection, fertility and nourishment. The female 

deity, the Earth goddess Ala, also maintained political power over her community in that 

she was the creator of moral code which all were enforced to follow. This duty is 

reminiscent of the role that Igbo mothers maintained in their community as the 
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transmitters of culture and moral ethnics to their children. As in the case of the Earth 

goddess and the Igbo mother, both were responsible for feeding and protecting their 

children. The earth goddess, along with the water goddess, Idemilli, was attributed with 

granting fertility which dictated how many children would enter in the physical world. 

Similarly, Igbo women as mothers occupied control over fertility rites which established 

communication with the mother force that helped to bring children into the world. Such 

examples show that the female deity and the role given to the Igbo woman were very 

similar. 

Additionally, women in spiritual authoritative positions such as priestesses were 

able to gather political power within their community through the spiritual power they 

possessed which people feared and respected. As a whole, women gained political power 

through the control of funeral rites which was the gateway into becoming an ancestor and 

the continued transition within the life cycle. Those who did not maintain a positive 

relationship with the body of daughters, the Umauda, could risk ended their course on 

their life cycle. Women in political positions were also expected to conduct rituals and 

maintain a close relationship with the spiritual realm. The Omu, a politician and a 

spiritual leader was also seen as a mother over her community. Political inclination was 

not limited to women in official positions such as the Omu but rather it was consumed by 

the body of adult women in any given mini state. The female body of wives, daughters or 

the unification of both acted as a political force against the injustice against their 

children, men and women. Igbo mothers were especially fearsome and fierce when they 

become politically moved in the name of their children. They also possessed a significant 

amount of power in getting their community to sway decisions in the favor of the body of 
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women when they were older mothers since their presence had a grave impact on their 

adult male children. Therefore, the motherhood dimension and the political dimension 

were interconnected, which was demonstrated in  the title mother accredited to the Igbo 

woman who held the political position of Omu as well as the ability of Igbo women to 

use their positions as mothers to bolster their agenda in political movements.  

This chapter has attempted to demonstrate the ways in which Igbo women 

accessed political power prior to the imposition of European colonialism. The political 

structure in Igboland before the colonial state was installed was inclusive of men and 

women. Igbo women were intrinsic to the spiritual, political, and social dimensions of 

their society. Their roles in all three realms translated into control over major institutions 

that were essential to the functioning and progression of their community. Women were 

highly visible at every level and it was only with their contribution and input that 

Igboland was able to prosper and grow. Their position as spiritual leaders, political 

leaders and as mothers or social leaders provided them with the agency to create, to 

impact and derail decisions in their communities. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF WOMEN’S ACCESS TO POLITICAL 

POWER IN ANCIENT EGYPT AND IGBOLAND 
 

The analysis of women in Ancient Egypt and Igboland revealed that there are 

many significant commonalities that exist between the two societies. Both ethnic groups 

of women were integral to their state structures at the metaphysical and physical level. In 

fact, it was the power attributed to the female principle within their worldviews that set a 

standard for women to model. Within Kemet and Igbo cosmology, the female element 

was endowed with divine mothering powers that were essential to the state’s governing 

system. Kemetic and Igbo women received power from the female side of the universe 

through the strength of female deities and female ancestors. Women in positions of 

spiritual authority were able to determine decisions within the political realm. Also, 

women used spiritual authority to secure motherhood that was needed to increase one’s 

social status. Additionally, Kemetic and Igbo women were fundamental to the political 

process, although in different ways given that their society’s political structure differed. 

Motherhood provided Kemet and Igbo women with additional political legitimacy that 

they used to inform or dictate policies in their society.  

This chapter will address common themes that emerged from the research 

regarding women’s roles at the spiritual, political and social level in Kemet and Igboland.  

I will also determine the legitimacy of Diop’s African cultural continuity theory in 

evaluating women’s role in Kemet and Igbo state structures. More specifically, 

matriarchy being one key factor that connects Kemet to Africa as posited by Diop, will be 

revisited for its accuracies in relation to Kemetic and Igbo women’s access to political 
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power.  A subsequent discussion will address African women’s position in the 

historiography of Africa. 

The Function of the Female Principle within Ancient Egypt and Igbo 

Spiritual Systems  
 

The female principle proved to be essential in both Ancient Egypt and Igboland. 

The female side of the pantheon was attributed qualities that gave structure and order to 

the society. The primary role given to goddesses was as the celestial supreme mother. 

Consequently, other attributes were also associated with the art of “mothering.” Their 

roles were woven into the political fabric of the society that worked in concert with 

masculinized spiritual entities.  

Birth and Rebirth 

In both Kemet and Igboland, female deities were involved in the process by which 

human beings were able to obtain life into the physical world and rebirth into the spiritual 

world. In Kemet, the goddesses Hathor was called the divine mother and was accredited 

as the giver of life and the receiver of the dead in the afterlife. Hathor was seen as the 

source of fertility among women. Hathor was asked by her subjects to bless them with 

fertility so that they could have many children.  In Igboland, the Earth goddess Ala was 

described as the Mother of all maternity. She was accredited as not only being 

responsible for fertility of human beings but also other forms of life that was needed for 

the survival of humans such as food crops and animals. The goddess Nut of Kemet was 

seen as the mother and daughter of Amun-Re, the supreme creator. Nut as the sky 

goddess gave birth to Amun-Re, the sun god on a daily basis. Nut also held another 

primary role as the receiver and protector of the dead. She was depicted as a naked 

woman with stars on her belly that were representations of all the spirits that she received 
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in the afterlife. The image of Nut was inscribed on the inside of the lids of funeral burial 

containers of the deceased. Thus, Nut’s image symbolically watched over the deceased as 

they made their transition from the physical world into the spiritual world. Hathor was 

also designated as the receiver of individuals that entered into the afterlife. The goddess 

Ma’at also maintained an important position in Kemetic afterlife rites. She was given the 

role of weighing the hearts of the dead in order to determine if the person heart’s was as 

light as a feather. According to Kemetic beliefs, a person with a heavy heart did not live 

according to the principles of Ma’at and thus could not secure rebirth into the afterlife.  

Similarly, among the Igbo, the water goddess was influential in people’s journey within 

the cycle of life. She was attributed with giving people entrance into the spiritual realm 

where they lived as ancestors until they were reborn again in the form of children. Each 

person was met by the water goddess twice in the form of a river; before they entered into 

the physical world and before their entrance into the spiritual realm. The water goddess 

was also responsible for granting women with the ability to have children. Women 

presented offerings to the deity in hopes that she would grant them with the chance to be 

mothers. Female deities were responsible for granting their communities with fertility 

which ensured the preservation of the society as a whole. Therefore, it can be argued that 

their supposed secondary position to supreme male creators were in theory rather than in 

practice given that female deities were the source of multiplying human life. Moreover, 

the female principle was regarded as the sustainer of life through means of birth and 

rebirth in both the Kemet and Igbo worldview. 
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Protector 

Female deities also were seen as protectors over their communities. As was 

previously stated, Nut was the protector over the dead as they resided in the afterlife. The 

goddess Aset was called the divine mother and was the protector over her husband Asar 

and her son Heru, the King of Kemet. Aset was depicted in various images as hovering 

over her husband or holding her son in her arms, the “Living Heru.” According to 

Kemetic mythology, Aset’s efforts of rescuing her husband and protecting her son until 

he was able to take his rightful place as King, was the main reason that Kemet was able 

to secure power as a Kingdom. Many goddesses had the role of protecting the King as he 

ruled over Kemet such as Aset, Neith, Mut, and Hathor. Hathor was called ‘the house of 

Heru’ because of her protective role over the King. Mut was also given the responsibility 

to watch over the King and shield him from harm. The goddess Mut’s name was the 

Kemetic word for mother. Mut was deemed as the punisher of Kemet’s enemies. She 

possessed mothering qualities that benefitted the King and his Kingdom. Among the 

Igbo, goddesses such as Adora, Imo, Lolo, and Nimu Kwome protected their 

communities against various ill wills such as war loses and natural disasters.  

Provider 

Hathor was depicted as celestial cow. As a cow, she was attributed the role as the 

provider of nourishment for the community. Hathor and Isis were both shown nursing the 

King of Kemet which comments on their role as providers. In other cases, Hathor was 

depicted as sycamore tree providing shade and refreshment for the deceased as they 

remained in the afterlife. The sky goddess Nut also provided food and drink for humans 

in the spiritual realm. In Igbo, the Earth goddess and Water goddess were attributed with 
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the role of provider in their community. For example, both deities were associated with 

prosperous food crops, particularly yams -their staple food. A person that had a good 

harvest was also able to secure wealth and prestige in their society.  

In concert with Masculine Forces 

In the African Worldview, the male and female side of the universe fulfilled their 

own unique purposes that serve to benefit the entire society. In Kemet and Igboland, the 

female principle complemented the power of the masculine deities. For example, in 

Kemet, the goddesses were often paired with male gods, forming a married couple as in 

the case of Shu and Tefnut, Nut and Geb, Aset and Asar and Mut and Amun. 

Additionally, feminine forces held power that complimented the importance of masculine 

forces. For example, the goddess Nut embodied the sky while the god Amun represented 

the sun. Both entities, the sky and sun, are equally important and worked together to 

service the needs of the community. In much the same way as in Kemet, the Igbo also 

stressed the duality of the universe which was represented by both female and male 

elements. The Earth goddess was the compliment of the sky goddess, the supreme creator 

Chukwu. The water goddess was often paired with a male goddess, Urashi.  

Maintaining Harmony  

The moral code that existed in Kemet and Igboland was connected to female 

deities. The moral code that guided the Kemetians was called Ma’at which was deified 

into the goddess Ma’at. The laws of Ma’at were created so that people could live amongst 

one another in peace. The laws encouraged people to respect each other’s property, 

marriages, and show consideration for one another. People also were expected to show 

respect to the creator and other divinities. The moral doctrine of Kemet was deified in the 
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form of a woman. Likewise, the moral code in Igboland was created by the Earth 

goddess, a deified mother. The Earth goddess created regulations for Igbo communities 

that were to sustain harmony and balance. However, if an individual committed a crime 

such as theft, incest or rape it was seen an offence against the goddess. An offence was 

seen as a disruption to the community’ stability and thus was punishable by Igbo law. 

Other female deities among the Igbo such as Adoro and Nimu Kwome also enforced the 

moral code of the society and punished members for not abiding by it.  

Political Authority  

People used the authority given to female deities to carve out their own political 

power. In Kemet, the King used the goddess Hathor to legitimize his or her kingship. For 

example, Hatshepsut claimed that she was ‘nursed by Hathor.’ Such a claim exhibited the 

familial relationship that the King as the ‘Living Heru’ had with the celestial mother 

Hathor which served to further validate his position as the divine King. The King was 

also shown suckling the divine mother Aset. The goddess Aset was the means by which 

the next King was able to claim to be the “Living Heru.’ As the ‘Living Heru,’ the King 

legitimized his political position through spiritual means. However, it was Aset, his 

celestial mother that protected him and helped him to secure the position. Aset name was 

the Kemetic word for ‘throne’ which further clarifies her role in divine kingship. Ritual 

leaders such as priest and priestesses were able to secure political influence over their 

communities by serving male and female deities. The temple of Hathor, during the New 

Kingdom, was served largely by male priests who were able to procure significant 

amounts of power and prestige in their communities. In Igboland, men predominantly 

worked for the priesthood of the Earth goddess. The Earth goddess priesthood punished 
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people for breaking laws on behalf of the deity. Women that served the female divinity 

Nimu Kwome obtained much political power because the community feared that they 

would be punished by the goddess if they offended her servants.   

Dissimilarities  

The Earth deity in Ancient Egypt was associated with a masculinized force, the 

god Geb. The contributions of the earth such as giving life and providing nourishment are 

more commonly connected with feminine qualities. However, it was his sister, the sky 

goddess Nut that was deemed as the feminized force. It had been postulated that the Earth 

was seen as masculine because the Nile River was responsible for providing water for the 

crops rather than rain. The watering of crops symbolically represented male insemination.  

However, in Igboland, the earth was inseminated by the sky’s rainfalls. Therefore, their 

sky deity was male while their earth deity was female. Among the Igbo, the Earth 

goddess is highly revered and she is positioned as one of the most important divinities in 

their pantheon. Conversely, the earth god in Kemet did not receive as much attention as 

other male gods even though we would assume otherwise. Instead, it was the sister/ wife 

of the earth god that was elevated to a high level of importance.  In regards to fertility, the 

Kemetic people went to the goddess Hathor for help and guidance. Hathor and deities 

like Aset were seen as Mother Goddesses. The goddess Ma’at personified the moral code 

which was instilled by the King. On the other hand, the Igbo attributed many of these 

same powers to one deity, the earth goddess. She granted people fertility, created the 

moral code, and was regarded as the supreme mother goddess. Furthermore, it is apparent 

that the Igbo seen the earth as a feminine entity while the Kemetians deemed it to be 
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male. However, this did not reduce the significance of the mother goddess in Kemet’s 

worldview. 

In Kemet and in Igboland, the female side of the universe was attributed 

mothering qualities that mirrored those of human women such as being the protector, the 

provider, and the giver of life. Female divinities worked in concert with male gods but 

they also worked independently which was similar to how men and women worked 

together in the physical realm. The female principle posed as the keeper of harmony and 

balance through enforcing the moral code and seeking justice for any transgressions. 

They also used their spiritual authority to empower human beings that worked in their 

favor. Thus, women and men were able to politically benefit from the spiritual influence 

that the female pantheon had over their community.  

The Role of Women in the Political Process of Kemet and Igboland  

 Women in Kemet and Igboland were instrumental to the political process through 

their roles as mothers and wives. Their positions as mothers and wives were often 

politicized which was integrated into the political formation of the society. Kemet’s state 

structure was centralized; the ‘Living Heru’ encompassed the highest amount of power. 

However throughout Igboland, at least two state structures existed; decentralized and 

centralized authority, as was delineated in chapter 5. Although the political structures of 

Ancient Egypt and Igboland were different, there are some notable common themes that 

both Ancient Egyptian women and Igbo women maintained in the political structure of 

their societies.  
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Maintaining Harmony through Mothering 

 Ancient Egyptian women and Igbo women that were active in the political 

process were charged with the task of maintaining harmony in their communities. This 

was accomplished through different means by both set of women; however, it was their 

positions as mothers that legitimized their position. For example, in Kemet, it was the 

responsibility of the Queen or the principal wife to help groom the next King to take the 

throne when he was not at the proper age to rule alone. During the 18
th

 dynasty, there are 

several examples of co-regencies between mother and son. Queen Ahhotep co-reign with 

her young son King Ahmose which marked the start of the New Kingdom. The daughter 

of Queen Ahhotep, Queen Ahmose-Nefertari was the co-regent for her son King 

Amenhotep I for seven years before he was able to take the throne as sole ruler. 

Additionally, Queen Hatshepsut served as a regent for Thutmose III before she decided to 

usurp the throne as King. Such examples demonstrate that Queens were expected to take 

on all the responsibilities of the King until the position could be adequately filled. 

Moreover, it was the duty of the dowager Queen to maintain the harmony of the 

Kingdom through facilitating the smooth transition from the decreased King to the next 

successor. 

 Among the Igbo, women were also charged with the responsibility of ensuring 

that their community maintained a level of harmony and balance. For example, Igbo 

women organized as a group to discuss the interest of their members and the community. 

They judged cases between women and punish women for going against the moral code 

such as disregarding their duties as mothers and wives. They also punished men for 

abusing their wives or abandoning their duties as husbands. Igbo women were the 
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keepers of peace in their community by serving in a law enforcement capacity. 

Sometimes women used nudity as a political strategy to advance their political agenda 

such as preventing their men from going to war. Since it was seen as curse for a man to 

see his mother naked, such a move usually ended in a victory for the women and 

arguably the entire community.  The women association was composed of patrilineage 

daughters and wives but most importantly, they were mothers. Their position as mothers 

of various community members helped to legitimize their political involvement.  

In concert with Men 

 Women in the political structure were also expected to work in concert with the 

men of their community. It was not a matter of one group dominating the other. It was 

through the collaboration of both women and men that they achieved goals that best 

benefitted the entire community. Women in Ancient Egypt and in Igboland enjoyed the 

same legal rights as men. Igbo women maintained a separate court system at both the 

Supreme Court and lower court level that coincided with the male court system. Kemetic 

women did not have their court system, however, they exercised considerable influence 

as principal wives and mothers of the ruling King. For example, there is evidence of 

several reigns in which Queens co-ruled with their husbands. During the 18
th

 dynasty, 

Queen Tiye and King Amenhotep III co-ruled which is quite evident in the artifact 

remains discussed in chapter four. Likewise, the artifact remains from the reign of 

Akhenaton demonstrate that his principal wife, Queen Neferiti served as his co-ruler. 

Hatshepsut as Queen co-reigned with her husband Thutmose II for thirteen years before 

he died.  
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 In the same way, Igbo women worked in harmony with men at the political level. 

Igbo women possessed their own organization that was equal to the organization held by 

men. The male organization primarily made decisions that impacted the male members of 

the community while the association of women implemented decisions that mostly 

affected women. The Omu and the Obi, the dual monarchy system, that operated in some 

sections of Igboland represents another example of how women and men worked in 

concert to ensure that their society functioned in its high capacity. The Omu was seen as 

the mother of the community. She worked closely with a council of women that held 

power over the women’s association. The Omu and her female committee were integral 

to the state’s political process which worked hand and hand with the Obi and his male 

constituency.  

Spiritual Authority  

Women in positions of power also were spiritually endowed with authority that 

was used to bolster or legitimized their place in the political structure. In Kemet, many 

Queens were not only respected for holding one of the highest positions in all the land but 

they also were revered as divine beings.  King Amenhotep III built a temple for Queen 

Tiye so that their subjects could worship her as a goddess in her own right. Queen 

Ahmose-Nefertari was worshiped as a deity for hundreds of years after her death. Queen 

Nefertiti represented the female principle in the state’s religion implemented by her 

husband, King Akhenaton. Additionally, the mother of the King was seen as semi-divine 

since it was through her that the ‘Living Heru’ was born. She also held a ritual position 

during the reign of her son. In other cases, the principal wife or sometimes the King’s 

daughter was appointed by the King as the ‘Divine Wife of Amun.’ The woman that held 
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the position was responsibility for performing rituals on behalf of her kingdom as well as 

leading the priests of the temple. This high priestess position afforded the occupant great 

political influence through means of spiritual influence.  

Politically active Igbo women also held great spiritual authority in their societies. 

The Omu was highly respected by her community for the spiritual power that she was 

attributed. It was believed that she was prophetic and could warn her community about 

dangers and calamities. The women that served the Nimu Kwome were led by a woman 

called the Edoga. She was feared for her spiritual authority which was said to originate 

directly from the goddess. Among the Igbo in Nnobi, the goddess Idemili were followed 

by titled women named Ekews. The Ekews were seen as Queens because of their 

association with the goddess and they were treated with much respect.  

Interestingly, there are examples of women in Kemet and Igboland being 

restricted from marriage while occupying spiritual political positions. For instance, the 

Omu was not allowed to marry while she was in office. In Kemet, from the 19
th

 dynasty 

on, the woman that held the ‘Divine Wife of Amun’ was expected to remain celibate and 

unmarried. Perhaps these laws were created to prevent the husbands of these powerful 

women from challenging the position of the King or the Obi which would serve to disrupt 

the harmony of the political establishment.  

 Flexible Roles 

The actions of women in political position often reflected the actions of those 

most commonly associated with masculine powers. Some Queens of Ancient Egypt were 

depicted wearing a sphinx and smiting the enemies of the state such as Queen Tiye and 

Queen Nefertiti. Queen Tiye’s name also was written in a cartouche or shenu like that of 
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Kings. Some Queens were depicted wearing regalia that connected to the King. For 

example, Nefertiti was depicted wearing the false bread and the atef crown. In addition, 

she is shown making sacrifices directly to the deity Aten; an activity mainly performed 

by a king. Although Hatshepsut went against the norm, her entire reign as King is an 

example of how the Ancient Egyptian tolerated gender flexibility and in some ways 

promoted it.  

Igbo women also enjoyed privileges that came with gender flexibility. The Omu 

carried the ofo staff that was associated with male leaders of the community. She endured 

a purification process so that she could receive other sacred masculine symbols of 

powers. Female priestesses could also inherit the ofo staff from their fathers that served 

as male priests. The female priestesses used the ofo staff to protect them from negative 

forces as they performed purifications rituals in the homes of men.  

Protectors 

Kemetic women and Igbo women also posed as protectors of their society. Queen 

Ahhotep urged her people to continue to fight to reclaim Kemet from foreign invasion 

even though she had already lost her son, husband, and grandfather in the battle. It is 

quite possible that she even participated in the actual battle. Queen Tiye was instrumental 

in protecting the interest of the nation when she interceded during the reign of her son 

Akhenaton, in order to properly address foreign affairs. Hatshepsut is attributed with 

going to war on behalf of her nation. Tauset is the only female ruler that was given the 

name ‘founding of Kemet and crushing foreigners’ which could attest to her policies that 

protected the nation against invasion.  
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Igbo women also have a long history of going to war and fighting on behalf of 

their states. In 1750’s, Olaudah Equiano stated that Igbo women “are warriors, and march 

boldly out to fight along with the men” (Adams and Njoku, p117). Igbo women protected 

members from internal unrest but they also went to war to protect their community from 

external factors. Prime examples are Igbo women that went about cleansing their 

communities from the evil spirits brought by Europeans, the Women War of 1929 and the 

Aku mothers that made war on the British colonial government to rescue their sons from 

near enslavement.  

Dissimilarities  

In Igboland, women were able to claim political power through the control that 

they had over funeral rites. People were bound to respect the women of their community 

otherwise they would risk not receiving the proper funeral rites which had implications 

for their entry into the spiritual realm. However, women in Ancient Egypt were not 

primarily responsible for performing funeral rites; this job was given to males. Kemetic 

women also did not have an organization apparatus in which they could participate in the 

political system. Kemetic women did not organize as a group instead it was the Queen, an 

individual ruler that held power in the centralized political structure.  

Women in political positions were recognized for their mothering qualities. 

Queens of Ancient Egypt were expected to “mother” the successor until he grew old 

enough to assume the kingship position. The Omu was called the mother of the society 

although she was not married. Her office could be seen as the political form of 

motherhood. She was charged with taking care of the community. Both groups of women 

worked in concert with men for the benefit of the society. They exercised power within 
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the political process through their role as spiritual leaders. They protected their society 

from harm and they often took on masculine qualities which perhaps was an additional 

form of strength.  

The Significance of the “The Mother” within Ancient Egypt and Igbo  

Society  

 The importance of ‘the mother’ was central in the Kemet and Igbo worldview. As 

previously stated, the female principle was endowed with mothering qualities that were 

highly valued. Some goddesses were even worshipped as divine mothers or supreme 

Mother Nature. Therefore, it could be safely argued that the great appreciation afforded 

to the female element in Kemet and Igbo cosmology as mothers is also reflective in the 

ideas of motherhood among Kemetic and Igbo women.  Mothers were given authority 

over various realms in their society that was not given to all women. So much that, 

barrenness was dreaded in both Kemet and Igboland. The positive impact that mothers 

had on their children is apparent in Kemet and Igboland. Women were able to receive 

respect and admiration for the position that they held as mothers from all members in 

their communities. The qualities associated with mothering were central to the social 

foundation of the societies.  

Mother as Supreme 

Positive ideas about mothers were abound in Kemet and Igboland. In Kemet, the 

text were primarily written by men because most women did not read or write. Although 

the knowledge written about mothers was from the male perspective; the point still 

remains that motherhood was highly valued. The scribe Ani encouraged people to 

support and care for their mothers as once was done for them. Mothers were often 

depicted as the dominant person in their sons’ funeral tablets or tombs. In some cases, 
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mothers were the only parent listed on funeral inscribed tablets which demonstrates the 

dominant role that women occupied as mothers.  

Among the Igbo, proverbs emphasized the importance of the mother in the 

socialization of the child through the care and nurturing that they provided their children. 

A child that did not have a mother was equated to a poor person. Stories were told to 

children of the misfortunes experienced by motherless children. Igbo women also 

generated positive ideas about motherhood. They chanted songs that declared that women 

were vital because of their ability to have children. The bond that mothers had with their 

children was so strong that it was believed that it interfered in the marriages of their sons.  

Igbo mothers were seen as supreme because of the love they provided for their 

children which went beyond childhood hence the proverb ‘a mother’s work is never 

done.’ This same analysis could be extended towards Kemetic women, particularly 

Queens that served as mentors and advisors for their sons as they ruled over Ancient 

Egypt. Thus, it is not surprising that many sons and grandsons gave deceased Queens 

much praise as was the case with Tetisheri and Ahmose-Nefertari.  

Birth and Rebirth  

Women in Kemet and Igboland were most valued for their roles as mothers. It 

was only through women that life could manifest. In Kemet and Igboland, women were 

praised for having many children. Marriage was the first step before having children. 

However, marriage without children was incomplete. Children in Kemet and Igboland 

were extremely important for similar reasons. For example, children were needed for the 

social security of parents. Children were expected to take of their parents when they 

became old. This was particularly true for mothers. Women and men desired to have sons 
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because property was inherited from father to son. Kemetic men passed down their job 

occupations to their sons. In some cases, male adults received job posts from their 

maternal grandfathers. Kemetic men and Igbo men also inherited spiritual authoritative 

positions from fathers such as a priest post. The continuance of property for father to son 

represented the family renewal from one generation to another.  Children were also 

needed so that they could venerate their parents in the afterlife. In Kemet, children were 

expected to make food offerings to their deceased parents. The food served as a form of 

nourishment for the dead as they resided in the spirit world. The deceased were also 

expected to continue to look after the living. In Igboland, children made offerings to their 

parents as well. A person could not become an ancestor unless they had children because 

their children would be the primary persons to remember and pay homage to their earthly 

presence. Thus, it was through the reproductive qualities of Igbo women that rebirth into 

the spiritual realm was achievable for their husbands and themselves.  

Women received much praise for their ability to increase the number of members 

in a family. The husbands of women also received a lot of praised because high potency 

was linked to masculinity. As a result, Kemetic and Igbo women were honored by their 

husbands given that women’s high fertility directly increased their (husband) social 

status; particularly when women birth many sons. Women that could not have children 

often sought alternative avenues to become mothers. In Kemet, some barren women 

opted to adopt children while others use a surrogate woman to have children for them. 

Igbo women become “female husbands” to women that agreed to birth children for them. 

In both aforementioned cases, it was often the barren women’s husbands that 

impregnated the surrogate. Women also preformed various spiritual rituals to help to 



 

 

219 

 

increase their fertility. Kemetic women created fertility dolls that were dedicated to the 

goddess Hathor. They asked Hathor to bless them with many children. Igbo women 

summoned the help of female deities such as the water goddess to bless them with 

children. Igbo women paid to become part of fertility cults to increase their chances of 

having children. Spiritual measures were taken up by both groups to make motherhood 

achievable.  

Spiritual Protectors 

On many levels women served as the main protectors of their children. However, 

the first level began in the womb as they prepared for the birth of their child. Kemetic 

women preformed rituals that were to protect their child during pregnancy and during 

childhood. They made offerings to the goddess Hathor so that she could grant them a 

healthy pregnancy. They also made spiritual wands that were inscribed with incantations 

and images of other protective deities. The wands were placed in the beds of children. 

Mothers also made their children wear protective beads to protect them from premature 

death. Women also prayed to deities to sooth their labor pains and speed up child birth. 

Women in Ancient Egypt sometimes died during the birth of their child. Consequently, 

women use spiritual measures to protect themselves while they delivered their children. 

Midwives were trained to deliver children but their main source of power came from the 

spiritual help they were able to summon from goddesses such as Hathor and Aset.  

Igbo women also summoned the help from entities in the spiritual realm to 

provide them with the needed protection during their pregnancy. Women that were 

expecting a child for the first time sought protection under the chi of their mother because 

their own chi lacked maternal power. In order for Igbo women to produce children and to 
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receive spiritual protection; they had to align themselves with the oma, the mother force, 

a combination of power received from ancestral mothers, the mother of the expected 

mother and her maternal aunts. After the child was born, another series of rituals were 

performed by mothers of the community to protect the child from ill wills.  

Providers 

 Women were the primary providers for their children. From a biological 

standpoint, women generated nourishment as their children grew in the womb. Once their 

children were born, women continued to provide nourishment for their children. Women 

in Kemet breast fed their children for up to two years. Breast milk provided children the 

most vital nutrients that help them fight against fatal diseases. Breast milk was used to 

create medicine for adults because it was believe that it possessed healing properties. 

Kemetic women served as wet nurses which helped to provide nourishment for other 

children. Additionally, Kemetic women prepared all the meals for their family to eat. 

Although this fact is greatly minimized in western society because of its association with 

women; it remains the most important aspect of human biological development. We 

could not survive as a human race without food and other forms of nourishment. Igbo 

women were also the care takers of their home. They cooked all the meals for the 

children and husbands. They breast fed their children until the appropriate age of weaning 

which was around 2 to 3 years of age (Henderson and Henderson, 1972). Igbo mothers 

even provided aftercare for their daughters every time they birthed a new child. Igbo 

mothers continue to provide for the children even as they reached adulthood.  
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Social Authority 

Women were responsible for the socialization of their children. Women in Kemet 

trained their daughters in the field of house domesticity such as sewing clothing, cooking 

food, harvesting crops etc. When their daughters were ready to be married, it was the job 

of the suitor to get permission from their mothers. Kemetic women were respected as 

heads of their homes and were referred to as ‘Mistress of the Home.’ Generally, men 

worked outside the home while women maintained the affairs of the home. Kemetic men 

were encouraged to respect their wives and the decisions they made in regards to the 

home. Igbo women maintained dominion over their homes as well. The first wife was 

referred to as the “Big Mother.” She was to organize the duties of all the wives. Igbo 

women were also expected to control their daughter’s sexuality by ensuring that they 

abstained from sex until they married. Igbo women were responsible for socializing the 

children such as teaching the moral code which granted their children full membership 

into the society.  The more children Igbo women had directly increased the amount of 

authority and influence they possessed over soon to be adults. Adult children retained a 

close bond to their mother that was often seen as unbreakable. Such a bond translated into 

an allegiance that was shared between the mother and all her children.  Mothers of 

prestigious sons were able to exercise influence in their society. In a similar light, 

Kemetic Queens were able to generate influence from the position that their sons held as 

Kings.   

Dissimilarities 

The importance of the mother in Kemet and Igboland were quite similar. 

However there are a few minor differences that one can address. In Kemet, polygamy 
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was uncommon among the lower classes or the masses of people. Polygamy was mostly 

practiced among the ruling class; however, it was not outlawed in the Kingdom. So in 

theory it could be practice by anyone. Women in the lower classes tended to have full 

autonomy over the home because it was not shared with other wives. Although in many 

cases, the home was shared with other family members such as unmarried sisters or 

daughters. In Igboland, polygamy served as one of the main forms of marriage. Women 

had control over her home but it did not extend to the children of other wives. So perhaps 

it could be argued that some Igbo women authority was diminished, especially if they 

were not the first wife. Of course, other factors could impact the authority of the Igbo 

woman such as the amount of children she has or her economic contribution. On the other 

hand, Kemetic women in the lower classes retained the authoritative position because 

they did not have to share it with others. The principal wife of the King maintained her 

position of authority despite other lesser wives. This can be due to the fact that it was 

more than a marriage arrangement but rather a political post which was permanent. From 

this perspective, it would be difficult for lesser wives to increase their status above the 

‘Great Royal Wife’ simply because they birthed many children.  

Women in Ancient Egypt and Igboland were greatly admired as mothers by their 

sons, daughters, husband, and community. Motherhood was put on a high platform which 

gave many women a sense purpose and appreciation. Women that were barren did all that 

they could to achieve the high status of motherhood. Women facilitated the birth of 

children into the physical realm and the rebirth of generations into the spiritual realm. 

Hence it can be argued that mothers were instrumental in the process that allowed people 

to move through the various stages of life. Kemetic and Igbo mothers provided their 
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children the first level of protection through their connection to the spiritual realm. 

Lastly, women were the providers of nourishment for the community; a primary factor in 

human sustainability and growth.  

 Diop’s Theory on Africa’s Cultural Continuity and Matriarchy  

 The following section will highlight the aspects of matriarchy as theorized by 

Diop and its relevance to African women’s agency. Additionally, I will discuss the view 

of Carolyn Graves-Brown whose work opposes Diop theory. Next, I will put forth a 

working definition of matriarchy that addresses women’s access to political power. 

Finally, I will address the validity of Diop’s cultural continuity theory by comparing how 

Kemetic women exercised agency in their political structure to how Igbo women 

exercised political agency.  

Africa’s Cultural Continuity and Two Cradle Theory Revisited  

Cheikh Anta Diop, a pioneering Kemetologist, theorized two major theories that 

altered the course in which Africa had been routinely studied. Previously, Africa was 

analyzed by Eurocentrists whose primary goal was to deny African humanity and 

promote the supremacy of Europe and its peoples. Furthermore, Eurocentrists attempted 

to disconnect Kemet from its African cultural heritage by claiming that the Kemetians 

were not Black. Diop shattered the racist foundation of Eurocentric scholarship with his 

critical intellectual work. In his book, The Africa Origin of Civilization: Myth or Reality, 

Diop put forth his theory of the cultural continuity of Africa. The aspects that Diop 

contended connected Kemet with the rest of Africa were the practice of totemism, 

circumcision, kinship, cosmogony, language, and matriarchy. Diop postulated that the 

origins of matriarchy started from ancient social structures that were rooted in 



 

 

224 

 

agriculture. It has been theorized that African women were the first humans to 

domesticate crops. Diop contends that this skill gave them a level of dominion in the 

home since it was women that controlled food production. He further states the 

following:  

[A] woman is the mistress of the home in the economic sense of the word. 

She is in charge of all the food, which no one, not even the husband, can 

touch without her consent. Frequently a husband, within reach of food 

prepared by his own wife, dares not to touch it without her authorization. 

It is degrading for a man to enter a kitchen in Black Africa (1974, p144).  

 

Furthermore, we can surmise that women played a pivotal role very early on in African 

history. It is clear from Diop’s perspective that matriarchy does not equate to the 

domination of women over men. He expands upon this notion below:  

Matriarchy must not be confused with the reign of the African Amazons or 

that of the Gorgons. Those legendary regimes in which woman allegedly 

dominated man were characterized by a technique intended to debase the 

male: in his education, they avoided assigning him tasks that might 

develop his courage or revive his dignity. He served as a nurse in place of 

women who defended the society and had their breasts removed to 

improve their archery (1974, p145) 

 

In this legend, women preformed the tasks that Diop identified with men while men were 

relegated to jobs that were associated with women. Although, even this frame of 

reference must be questioned to a certain extent since there is proof that Igbo women 

were warriors in their own right which did not challenge the authority of men. 

Nonetheless, the point is that matriarchy as defined by Diop does not infer the control of 

women over men but rather the “collaboration and harmonious flowering of both sexes” 

(Diop, 1974, p145). In the book, The Cultural Unity of Black Africa: The Domains of 

Matriarchy in Classical Antiquity, Diop expanded upon his theory that matriarchy is an 
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unique African cultural structure which can be found throughout the entire continent. On 

the other hand, Diop contends, Europe was defined by its patriarchal structures that view 

European women as burden to men (1989). According to Diop, features of matriarchy in 

Africa are marked by matrilineal succession, a man bringing the dowry to the woman’s 

family, and men moving into community of their wives. Diop explains that:  

[T]he woman leaves her own family to found one jointly with her 

husband, one is in the presence of a patriarchal regime; in the beginning 

the family was evidently merged with the clan. Conversely when the 

social structure is such that the man who marries leaves his clan to live 

within that of his wife, one is in the presence of a matriarchal regime. Now 

the first example is only conceivable in nomadic life and the second only 

in a sedentary and agricultural way of life (Diop, 1989, p 27).  

 

However, this particular arrangement could vary depending on the society involved. In 

Igboland, once women married, they moved into the homes of their husbands, although 

Diop does not acknowledged this fact. Diop argued that matrilineal succession was a 

prominent feature of matriarchy:  

In the matriarchal system, in its purest form, a child does not inherit from 

his father: he inherits from his maternal uncle and is married to his uncle’s 

daughter, so that the latter is not completely disinherited. All political 

rights are transmitted by the mother, and except for the possibility of 

usurpation of power no prince can succeed to a throne if his mother is not 

a princess (1989, p 29).  

 

In the discussion of the Ancient Egyptian political, Diop reasoned that marriage between 

brother and sister in the ruling class was a result of matrilineal succession which also 

prevented quarrels from erupted in the royal family. Diop explains the convenience of 

royal incest and its relation to matrilineal succession:  

The pharaoh who marries his sister is, at the same time, his son’s uncle. 

Now, under the matrilineal regime, only the nephew inherits from his 

maternal uncle and the latter has the right of life and death over him. In 

contrast, his own sons do not inherit from him and he, himself, does not 
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belong to his wife’s family. All these inconveniences are eliminated 

thanks to what has been called ‘royal incest’ (1989, p53).  

 

Therefore, from Diop’s perspective, matriarchy was primarily built on the idea of 

matrilineal succession which transferred political rights from a son to his mother’s 

brother. In Kemet, there is much evidence of marriages betweem brothers and sisters 

among the ruling class. During the start of the New Kingdom, Queen Ahomose-Nefertari 

was the sister and principal wife of her brother King Ahmose, the first ruler of the 18
th

 

dynasty. However there are some examples of Kings not marrying their sisters during the 

New Kingdom which have been used by scholars to deconstruct the premise of 

matrilineal succession in Kemet.  

Matrilineal Succession Contested  

Carolyn Graves-Brown in her book, Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient 

Egypt, contends that despite the unreliability of the matrilineal succession theory, it has 

continued to gain notoriety through those attempting to draw “a parallel between pre-

colonial black Africa societies and those of ancient Egypt” (2010, p 48). She continues by 

stating that “not only was ancient Egypt clearly patrilineal, but matrilineal societies do 

not necessarily hold women in high regard in areas other than succession” (2010, p 48). 

She proceeds to challenge aspects that have been attributed to matrilineal succession such 

as the heiress theory which argued that “kings could only succeed to the throne through 

marriage to royal women” and the giving of dowries from groom to the family of the 

bride which she states is not a tradition “exclusive to matrilineal societies”   (2010, p 48). 

Graves-Brown lastly argues the following:  
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Contrary to the claim of matrilineality, textual evidence that succession 

was decided through male line. In the Contendings of Horus and Seth, 

Horus and Seth fight for the right to succeed to the throne of Osiris. Horus 

claims the right as the son of Osiris and it is he who is successful; his wife 

is not even mentioned in justification (2010, p49) 

 

However, it is fair to mention that the name Aset translates to mean ‘throne’ which 

should not be disregarded. Evidently, Aset was also important in the process of divine 

kingship in some way. Perhaps Kemet political structure cannot be characterized by 

matrilineal succession in absolute terms since Graves-Browns and others scholars 

(Robins, 1993; Troy, 1994) have provided creditable evidence to challenge the heiress 

theory but it is not accurate to dismiss the importance of the mother in the inheritance 

process. Through close examination of the dynasties of the New Kingdom, it is clear that 

the ruling Kings did not always married their own sisters such as King Akhenaton and his 

father King Amenhotep III. Graves-Brown’s primary intention was to destroy any notion 

that ancient Egypt was an African nation by denying the presence of matrilineal 

succession which is seen as a unique Africa feature. On the surface level, it may seem 

that Eurocentric trained scholars have dismantled the theory that matriarchy was 

prominent in Kemet by discrediting the existence of matrilineal succession but quite the 

contrary. Matriarchy, as defined by Diop was limited in many ways to matrilineal 

succession. It is my contention that it is essential to expand our understanding of 

matriarchy so that it is not easily contested and that it is rooted in women’s use of agency 

rather than inheritance through the mother’s blood line.  

Matriarchy Redefined 

Matrilineal succession does not denote women’s access to real power but rather it 

is type of political arrangement which gives power to the mother’s brother. It has to be 
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clear that societies in Africa were also patrilineally in which women played a pivotal role 

in the political realm as was seen among the Igbo. Furthermore, succession through the 

mother or father should not infer the domination or subornation of neither men nor 

women. Such a conclusion would need to be substantiated with evidence from the society 

in question. The majority of Igboland was characterized by patrilineal succession in 

which property was inherited from father to son. In some cases, as explained by Ifi 

Amadiume in her classic text, Male Daughters, Female Husbands, women were able to 

inherit land from their father if he did not have any sons. In Kemet, women also inherited 

property from their fathers and mothers which they were able to past down to their 

children as they desired. In the case of Kemet, the presence of both patrilineal and 

matrilineal succession was visible. Women inherited property from both parents as did 

men. Men inherited job positions from their fathers but in some cases their maternal 

grandfathers when no other men could take the post. Thus, it is not accurate to dismiss 

the idea of matrilineal succession in Kemet. However, matrilineal succession cannot be 

conflated with matriarchy. I have defined matriarchy in ways that address women’s 

active role in the societal political structure. The research of this dissertation has 

demonstrated that women’s use of agency was rooted in their roles as spiritual leaders, 

political figures and mothers. Kemetic women and Igbo women experience power from 

all three realms which often interconnect; resulting in their increased political power. 

Therefore, when the discussion is centered on how women actually access power rather 

than political arrangement through inheritance, it is revealed that matriarchy was a 

prominent feature in both Ancient Egypt and Igboland.  
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Cultural Continuity between Ancient Egypt and Igboland 

 My research has proven that Ancient Egypt and Igboland can be culturally linked 

through the existence of matriarchy in both societies. Diop rightly theorized that 

matriarchy was one cultural feature that linked African nations together. This research 

has honed in of the attributes of matriarchy in order to expand how matriarchy has been 

defined. As Diop contended, matriarchy does not equate to women dominating over men. 

In fact, matriarchy, defined by this author as ‘the central role of the mother in the social 

and political function of societal structures, political positions occupied by women that 

inform the decisions of the state and the inclusion of female principles within the 

religious-political order of the nation’ can co-exist in political systems in which men are 

most visible. For example, in Kemet, the King possessed the highest power in theory as 

the ‘Living Heru’ but evidence from the New Kingdom shows that Queens co-ruled with 

their husbands and the Queens served as regents for their sons. Therefore, in reality, 

Queens as mothers and principal wives held much political power. The observation can 

be made of the Igbo. The male side of the government seemly made all the decisions; 

however, they were met with much resistance from their female constituency on issues 

that the women did not agree. Therefore, we can see that the system of matriarchy in 

which women were able to exercised political agency worked in concert with patriarchy, 

the structure in which men exercised political power. The research illustrates that the 

power afforded to men and women were rooted in the spiritual realm. More specifically, 

the philosophical belief that at the metaphysical level, both the female and male principle 

are essential to how a society operates which directly impacts the positions that men and 
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women are expected to maintain at the physical level. This belief is the root of Kemetic 

and Igbo women’s agency. In the worldviews of Ancient Egyptians and the Igbo, there is 

a recognition and appreciation of male and female deities. The role of Kemetic women 

and Igbo women often reflects the roles given to female deities such as being the life 

giver, provider, and protector. Hudson-Weems contends that “the Africana woman comes 

from a legacy of fulfilling the role of supreme Mother Nature-nurturer, provider, and 

protector” (1993, p72). I would further add that Igbo women and Kemetic women were 

political movers. They were extremely active and invested in the political process of their 

nation. It is imperative to acknowledge this fact so that we will be able to appreciate the 

entirety of African women’s agency. 

The Woman’s Place in African Historiography  

Most histories written on Africa tend to minimize or ignore the role of women in 

African societies. Paul Tiyambe Zeleza’s study, entitled “Gender Biases in African 

Historiography” analyzed several texts written on African history. The conclusions of his 

study demonstrated that most texts failed to mention African women while others 

discussed women only in the context of marriage for a mere few pages (2005). Zeleza’s 

research also revealed that the discussion of women’s power was subordinate to the 

powers of men (2005) Contrary to that notion, women in Kemet and Igboland proved that 

their feminine strength sometimes posed a threat to the political power held by men 

which was case with Hatshepsut that went from Queen to King and Omu Nwagboka that 

challenged the authority of the Obi or the male monarch. Although these events did not 

represent the norm, it is important to mention in order to demonstrate that women were 

not simply acting upon by men but rather they were actors or agents in their communities. 
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Anna Julia Cooper stated in her seminal text,  A Voice from the South, that “there is a 

feminine as well as masculine side to truth, that these are related, not as inferior or 

superior, not as better or worse, not as weaker or stronger, but as complements- 

complements in one necessary and symmetric whole”  (Cooper, 1892, p134). However, 

the history of Africa has been written in a way that focuses primarily on the events, 

contributions, and perspectives of African men. If the African historiography continues to 

be male dominated, it will remain incomplete. As Afrocentrists, our goal has to start with 

restoring the African woman in the African historiography. The next section will 

delineate the context that African women need to be discussed in African history. Of 

course, this is a working outline, thus any discussion of African women should not be 

limited to this lists. Nevertheless, I believe that these are the areas that seemed to be 

lacking as it relates to the inclusion of women in African history.  

Women as Agents   

 We must first see African women as agents. As stated by Molefi Kete Asante, “an 

agent, in our terms, must mean a human being who is capable of acting independently in 

his or her own best interest” (2007, p 40). African women found themselves in various 

situations which caused for different measures. Some women were barren so they chose 

to adopt or use a surrogate. Some women were abused by their spouses so they found 

ways to deal with the aggressor. Some women were political leaders that had to keep 

authority in their hands so their summoned the power of deities. Some women were 

mothers and they venerated their ancestors in order to secure spiritual power to watch 

over their family. Women did not remain idle as history passed by, quite the contrary; 



 

 

232 

 

they were actively involved in their societies thus the history of Africa needs to reflect 

this reality.  

Women as Mothers  

 We must see the importance of mothers in African societies. Mothers were highly 

valued and essential to the socialization of the community as each member grew from a 

child to an adult. Additionally, African mothers were political figures that helped their 

sons during their political reign. The Igbo female monarch was seen as the mother of her 

community. Motherhood in many ways served a political function which helped to 

sustain the society. We cannot overlook this fact. In the writing of African history, 

scholars’ privy phenomena such as conquest, war battle and kingship which tend to focus 

on men. This is a disservice to African women that played pivotal roles in the political 

and social structure of their society as mothers.  

Spiritual Figures  

 From the African view, the spiritual realm was interconnected with the physical 

realm. In fact, it was believed that the spiritual world controlled all the events in the 

physical world thus people that were well verse as spiritual leaders received much 

admiration. Any discussion of Africa must include the role of deities, ancestors, and 

spiritual leaders in African societies. African women held spiritual authority which gave 

them the ability to inform decisions at the political level as was shown with women in 

Ancient Egypt and Igboland. Women also used their spiritual authority to inform their 

position as mothers such as to bring about more children into the world or to protect the 

children they had. Thus, it is important to see African women as spiritual leaders. It is 

just as important to address the role of the female principle in the lives of Africans.  
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Political Leaders 

 African women were political leaders in many different ways. Some women 

formed organizations to address their political needs as a group. Other women co-ruled 

with men while some ruled alone. In the case of Kemetic and Igbo women, there is no 

question that women exercised political rights and political influence. The discussion of 

Africa has to outline how women maintain political power because their position was 

integral to the political organization of the society which was illustrated by the women 

organizations in Igboland and the Queens in Kemet.  

Conclusion  

 This chapter has demonstrated that women in Ancient Egypt and Igboland 

experience political power in much the same ways. The female principle was paramount 

in their worldviews which informed the power of women in society. Women in Ancient 

Egypt and Igboland were politically active and served in spiritual capacities in their 

nations. They worked with men in politics in the best interest of their nation. Kemetic and 

Igbo women roles as mothers were seen as supreme and were highly valued by women 

and men. Diop’s theory on the cultural continuity of Ancient Egypt to the rest of Africa 

proved to be a valid argument as it relates to matriarchy and its prominence in Kemet and 

Igboland. This author further explained that the definition of matriarchy can not be 

limited to matrilineal succession as posited by Diop, but it must also include ways that 

women accessed real influence in the decisions made at the political level in their 

societies. In doing that, there were ample examples of women political agency in both 

societies analyzed. Lastly, I argued that the research gathered must be used to begin the 
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restoration process of African historiography. African history has to include both the 

female and male side of truth; this is the only way it can be truly in balance.  
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CHAPTER 7 

                                      CONCLUSION 

The main objective of this study was to demonstrate how two separate groups of 

African women accessed political power in their respective societies. This study 

attempted to present African women as subjects in control of their destiny rather than 

objects that were manipulated by masculine entities. In other words, it was my goal to 

show that African women were agents in their communities that greatly contributed to 

how their society functioned. This dissertation analyzed how Kemetic and Igbo women 

exercised agency in their communities via spiritual authority, political leadership, and 

motherhood. Spiritual authority was recognized as a source of power because the spiritual 

realm was believed to have control over the physical realm. Persons in positions of 

political leadership had influence to dictate the decisions implemented in society. 

Motherhood was recognized as the most important role that African women occupied 

which informed the social structure in various ways. Furthermore, all three aspects were 

identified as sources of women’s power because of the significance each has in the 

African worldview. Matriarchy was used as a critical framework to locate the ways that 

Ancient Egyptian and Igbo women accessed political power.  In doing so, this 

dissertation also addressed and validated Diop theory on cultural continuity. Diop 

maintained that Africa is culturally linked through cultural practices such as matriarchy. 

Matriarchy was redefined so that the definition would address women’s access to power 

rather than the political arrangement of inheritance that was emphasized by Diop. 

Through the research, I found several common themes between the matriarchal structures 

in Kemet and Igboland.  
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In Kemet, spiritual authority was associated with powers held by female deities 

and persons that were in positions of spiritual leadership. The female principle was 

important to the spiritual, political, and social structure of the society. The attributes 

afforded to the goddesses Nut, Neith, Mut, Hathor and Aset were discussed to show the 

importance each maintained in the daily lives of Ancient Egyptians. Nut was the sky 

goddess that gave birth to the sun god Re every morning thus in theory she was the 

daughter and mother of the supreme god. Nut also was the protective goddess that 

received the dead as they entered into the afterlife. People followed the moral code of 

Ma’at so that they could eventually unite with the deity Nut. The goddess Neith was also 

a protective goddess in that she watched over the dead and their organs. She was one of 

the oldest goddesses in the pantheon and she was self-made. Neith was attributed as 

being both masculine and feminine although she was depicted as female. Mut was seen as 

the protector over the King and the kingdom. Mut’s name was the Kemetic word for 

‘mother’ which also speaks to her mothering qualities as protector. She punished the 

enemies of the state. Her worship was most common among the ruling class. Hathor, on 

the other hand, was worshiped throughout the entire kingdom. She blessed women with 

fertility and couples with great love lives. Hathor also protected women during childbirth 

and children from early death. Aset was the divine mother of the Kingdom. She protected 

her husband Asar and her son Heru, the King of Kemet. Aset’s name was the Kemetic 

name for ‘throne’. It was only through her efforts that her son was able to grow from a 

child into a healthy young man to reclaim the throne from his uncle Seth. As the mother 

of the ‘Living Heru,’ Aset retained an important position in the spiritual and political 

affairs of the Kingdom.  
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Women also played a role in appeasing the deities that had power over people’s 

lives in Kemet. During the Old Kingdom, women were concentrated in the temples of 

Hathor as priestesses. However, by the New Kingdom, the position was made into a full 

time position that was a part of the government. This change impacted women’s ability to 

serve in the temples in the same capacity but it did not prevent women from working in 

the temple. Many women served as Chantresses in temples which were not limited to the 

goddess Hathor. Chantresses preformed musical ensembles in the temples of male and 

female deities. They also preformed at funerals. There is also some evidence that women 

occupied the position of ‘mourner’ which would require the presence of women at 

funerals.  The wives of priest worked with their husbands to maintain the affairs of the 

temple they served. Changes were made during the New Kingdom that greatly reduced 

women’s roles as priestesses, however, this period also brought about a new position for 

women in the ruling class. Royal women such as Queens or daughters of the King were 

given the opportunity to occupy the office of ‘Divine wife of Amun’ or ‘God’s Wife.’ 

The woman that held the position served as the highest priestess in the temple of Amun. 

The spiritual authority yielded from the position was intertwined with political influence. 

The ‘Divine wife of Amun’ worked in concert with the King for the interest of the 

Kingdom and ensured that the priesthood of Amun was kept under the authority of the 

royal family. The first woman to occupy the position was Queen Ahmose-Nefertari and 

later Queen Hatshepsut. It has even been argued that the position gave Hatshepsut the 

platform to rule as King. The ‘God’s Wife’ position experienced a decline during the 

reign of Amenhotep III and Akhenaton and experienced its peak during the 25
th

 dynasty 

of the Kushites.   
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The role of the Queen was also a political position that yielded great authority. 

The principal wife of the King was given many expectations. The Queen was involved in 

the internal affairs of the kingdom. Queens held a ritual position similar to that of the 

King. They symbolically represented the female principle in the spiritual system. Some 

Queens were praised as deities and received their own temples to be venerated. Queen 

Tiye, the wife of Amenhotep III, was actively involved in state affairs, internally and 

externally. So much that, when her husband was sick, she was expected to step in and 

play a lead role. There is much evidence that supports the claim that Tiye and Amenhotep 

III ruled as co-monarchs. It is also evidence that show that Queen Nefertiti and King 

Akhenaton co-ruled as well.  Although there are some skeptics, it is clear that both 

Queens were included in the decisions made at the state level. Queens were also expected 

to serve as co-regents with their sons or the next successor when they were too young to 

occupy the throne. In theory, the next successor in line should have been the son of the 

principal wife or the Queen, however, in many cases this did not happen. Queen Ahmose-

Nefertari was the co-regent for her son Amenhotep I for seven years before he come to 

the throne as sole ruler. Hatshepsut co-ruled with her nephew/ stepson Thutmoses III 

because she did not birth any sons that could take the throne after her husband. Tausret 

also co-ruled with Siptah, a king that was not her son. Queens were also protectors of 

their kingdom. Some Queens are depicted wearing the sphinx and smiting the enemies of 

Kemet. Hatshepsut was described as a ferocious warrior in a battle, perhaps between 

Ancient Egypt and Nubia. In addition to the political duties of the Queen, she was a 

mother and a wife. Queens mentored their sons as they occupied the Kingship position. 

They also supported and advised their husbands as Kings.  
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Kemetic women as mothers were essential in the socialization and protection of 

their children. Kemetic women provided nourishment for the son and daughters and in 

some cases, for other children. Women were hired as wet nurse in which they breastfed 

the children in the royal family. Mothers also were spiritually in tuned which helped them 

to secure protection for their children as they grew from babies to adults. Mothers 

summoned the help from female deities to ease child birth and to protect them from dying 

as they gave birth to their children. Mothers were greatly appreciated by their children. 

This is particularly clear from the evidence left by royal men in which mothers are 

depicted as dominant figures on funeral tombs. Additionally, men encouraged one 

another to respect and care for their parents in their old age, especially their mothers.  

In Igboland, the female principle was highly revered as the mother supreme. The 

Earth goddess was the mother of all the community. The goddess, as the earth, provided 

food, water, and shelter for her people. She also was the inventor of the moral code which 

allowed people to maintain harmony with one another. The earth goddess gave people 

fertility and blessed people with fruitful harvests. When she was upset or when someone 

committed a crime, it disrupted the harmony which called for rituals to appease the 

goddess. The water goddess also was a dominant force in the lives of the Igbo. She was 

responsible for fertility and she played a role in one’s journey from the spiritual world 

into the physical world. The goddesses Adora and Nimu Kwome provided protection 

from the communities. Adora protected her community from invasion and she enforced 

the moral code. Nimu Kwome was summoned by Igbo men as the fought in war. When 

she appeared, she served as a protective shield over the fighters, preventing them from 

being penetrating by the enemy’s weapons.  
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Igbo women also maintained a high level of spiritual power in their community. 

They were in control of funeral rites which also yielded them political authority. Igbo 

women served as priestesses. In the case of the priestess Mgbofor, she was able to 

convince her community to go to war to fight for their land and beliefs. Women also were 

servants of female deities such as Idemili and Nimu Kwome which gave them much 

influence. The leaders of these spiritual groups were often respected as queens of the 

community due to their spiritual authority.  

Igbo women were very active in the political structure of the communities in 

many ways. Igbo women yielded the most political influence through their organizations 

as daughters and as wives. They enforced the moral code and protected the interest of 

community members, specifically women. Igbo women used political tactics to challenge 

the political decisions made by men. They also used the same tactics to punish male or 

female offenders if they committed a crime. In parts of Igboland, the Omu, the female 

monarch worked in concert with a male monarch. The Omu was considered the mother of 

the community and she was highly respected by her subjects. The Omu and her female 

committee sat of the board of directors with the King and his advisors. Sometimes 

conflict between the two groups did erupt in which women and men held their own 

grounds. However, women proved that they could not be easily ignored. Their political 

participation was integral to the Igbo political process.  

Igbo mothers were even more fearless. As an organized group, they fought against 

external and internal forces. Their positions as mothers helped to bolster their political 

agenda which came as a result of the influence that they maintained over their adult 

children. The bond that mothers had with their children was so strong that it was 
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maintained throughout their adulthood. Adults were expected to care for their mothers in 

a very special way since their mothers had invested so much into their upbringing. 

Mothers provided their children with spiritual protection that they received from their 

female ancestors. A woman could only become an ancestor after she became a mother. 

Women that had many children were revered by their community. It was better to have 

many children than to have economic success with no children at all. Therefore, women 

achieved the highest status as mothers.  

The role of women in Kemet and Igboland resemble the role of the female 

principle in their respective worldviews. The female deities in Kemet were seen as divine 

mothers, protectors, providers, life givers and political movers. Likewise, Kemetic 

women were mothers, protectors of their children, providers of the children and it was 

through them that life was created. Additionally, Kemetic Queens were politically 

invested in the affairs of the state. The same arguments can be made for Igbo women. In 

Igboland, the female principle was attributed as being the protector, the provider, the 

enforcer of the moral code, and the life giver. Igbo women, in much the same way, were 

the protectors of their communities and children; they provided nourishment for their 

families, they politically organized to ensure that people followed the moral code and 

they gave birth to children. The similarities between the positions of women in both 

societies are quite apparent. 

The history gathered on Kemetic and Igbo women in this study provides a 

substantial amount of evidence to show that African women used personal agency to 

dictate how their society functioned. They held spiritual authoritative positions, they were 

political heads of state, and most importantly, they were mothers. As mothers, Kemetic 



 

 

242 

 

and Igbo women were providers, protectors, and cultural transmitters. All of these facts 

need to be discussed within African historiography, otherwise we risk telling a story that 

is not rooted from the cultural perspective of Africa.  

Future Research 

Although this dissertation covered many ways that women in Igboland and 

Ancient Egypt gained political power, it did not closely analyze the role of women in the 

economic sphere. In the conduction of this current study, it became clear that Igbo 

women controlled a significant amount of the economy, particular local trading. 

Although, my dissertation briefly deals with Igbo women control of the markets, it is my 

plan to do a comprehensive investigation of how such control were used for political 

gain. Therefore, my future research will address how women used economic control to 

access political power. It has been mentioned in passing that Kemetic women were 

dominant in trading, though I have not yet read a thorough analysis of this phenomena.  

The findings of my research have implications for relocating the role of African 

American women from a perspective which is rooted in the African perspective. I plan to 

use this research to challenge the ideas that have been constructed around African 

American womanhood, particularly their roles as mothers. Most of the controlling images 

of Africana women have been social constructed by Europeans so that they could 

maintain some type of control and purport the supremacy of whites. Thus it becomes 

imperative to center our conception of African American womanhood from its original 

cultural roots.  

I will also like to extend the scope of my study to include other women from other 

African cultural groups. The goal would be to write a comprehensive text on the political 
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history of African women which would center them in their own stories. Since the 

writing of African history tends to be male dominated, it is pass due to accurately discuss 

the ways in which African women contributed to how their societies were able to 

function.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

244 

 

REFERENCES CITED 

Abaraonye. I. (2010). Gender Relations in Ibibio Traditional Organizations. In O. 

nnaemeka and C. Korieh (Eds.) Shaping our struggles: Nigerian women in 

history, culture, and social change. Trenton: African World Press. 

 
Achebe, C. (1994). Things Fall Apart. New York: Anchor Books.   

 

Achebe, N. (2010). “Ogidi Palaver”: The 1914 women’s market protest. In O. nnaemeka 

and C. Korieh (Eds.) Shaping our struggles: Nigerian women in history, culture, 

and social change. Trenton: African World Press. 

 

Achebe, N. (2005). Farmers, traders, warriors, and kings: Female power and authority 

in Northern Igboland, 1900-1960. Portsmouth: Heinemann.  

 

Acholonu, C. (2011) Egyptian Mystery School and Sacred/Religious Lexicon: Their  

            Ancient Igbo Foundations and Implications for Egyptology. Migration and  

           Diffusion. 1-16.  

 

Adediran, B. and Ogen, O. (2010). Women, Ritual, and Politics of Pre-colonial  

Yorubaland. In O. nnaemeka and C. Korieh (Eds.) Shaping our struggles: 

Nigerian women in history, culture, and social change. Trenton: African World 

Press. 

 

Agbasiere, J.T. (2000). Women in Igbo Life and Thought. New York: Routledge 

 

Afigbo, A. (1983). Traditions of Igbo Origins: A Comment. History in Africa. 10: 1-11.  

 

Afigbo, A. (2006). Ancsetral Igbo Religion and Cosmos and the Idea of World Religion. 

Myth, History & Society: The Collected Works of Adiele Afigbo. Trenton: African 

World Press.  

 

Afigbo. A. (2010). Women in Nigerian History. In O. Nnaemeka & C. Korieh Shaping 

Our Struggles: Nigerian women in history, culture, and social change. Trenton: 

African World Press. 

   

Afolayan, F. (2010). Women, politics, and society among the Igbomina-Yoruba. In O. 

Nnaemeka & C. Korieh Shaping Our Struggles: Nigerian women in history, 

culture, and social change. Trenton: African World Press. 

 

Akintunde, D. O. (2005).  The question of gender in African culture. In S.A Ajayi (Ed.) 

African culture & civilization (pp354-380). Ibadan: Atlantis Books.  

  

Akyeampong, E. & Pashington, O. (2005). Spirituality, gender, and power in Asante 

History. In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African Gender Studies: A Reader (pp 23-48). 

New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  



 

 

245 

 

 

Allen, J.V. (1972). “Sitting on a Man”: Colonialism and the lost political institutions of 

Igbo women. Canadian Journal of African Studies. 6: 165-181 

 

Allen, J.V.(1976). ‘Aba Riots’ or Igbo ‘Women’s War’? Ideology, Stratification, and the 

Invisibility of Women. In N. J Hafkin and E. G Bay (Eds.) Women in Africa: Studies in 

Social and Economic Change (pp59-85). Standford: Stanford University Press.  

 

Allen, Troy. (2009). The Ancient Egyptian Family: Kinship and Social Structure. New York: 

Routledge.  

 

Altenmuller, H. (2012). A Queen in a Valley of Kings: The tomb of Tausret. In 

Wilkinson, R. (Ed) Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt. New York. 

Oxford University Press.  

 

Amadiaume, I. (1987). Male daughters, Female husbands: Gender and sex in an African 

society. London: Zed Books. 

 

Amadiaume, I. (1987). African matriarchal foundations: The case of Igbo Societies. 

Lawrenceville: Karnak House 

 

Amadiaume, I. (1997). Reinventing Africa: Matriarchy, religion & culture. New York: St 

Martin Press.  

 

Ani, M. (1994). Yurugu: An African centered critique of European cultural thought and 

behavior. Trenton: African World Press.  

 

Anyanwu, U.D. and Aguwa J.C.U. (Eds.). (1993). The Igbo and the tradition of politics. 

Igbo and the Traditions of Politics. Enugu: Forth Dimension Publishing Co.  

  

Anyanwu, U.D. (1993).Gender Question in Igbo Politics. In U.D Anyanwu and J.C.U 

Aguwa (Eds.) The Igbo and the Traditions of Politics. Enugu: Forth Dimension 

Publishing Co.  

 
 Asante, M.K (1990). Kemet, Afrocentricity, and Knowledge. Trenton: Africa World Press, 

Inc.  

 

Asante, M.K. (1994). Classical Africa. Maywood: The Peoples Publishing Group, Inc.  

 

Asante, M.K & Abarry, A.S. (1996) African Intellectual Heritage: A book of sources. 

Philadelphia: Temple University Press.  

 

Asante, M.K. (1998). The Afrocentric Idea. (rev.ed). Philadelphia: Temple University Press.  

 

Asante, M.K & Mazama A. (Eds.). (2002). Egypt Vs. Greece and the American Academy: 

The debate over the birth of civilization. Chicago: African American Images.  



 

 

246 

 

 

Asante, M.K. (1999). The painful demise of Eurocentrism. Trenton: African World Press, 

Inc.  

 

Asante, M.K. (2000). The Egyptian philosophers: Ancient African voices from Imhotep to 

Akhenaten. Chicago: African American Images.  

 

Asante, M.K. (2003). Afrocentricity: The theory of social change. (Rev. ed). Chicago, IL: 

African American Images.  

 

Asante, M.K. (2007a). An Afrocentric Manifesto: Toward an African Renaissance. Malden: 

Polity Press.  

 

Asante, M.K. (2007b). The History of Africa: The Quest for Eternal Harmony (2007). 

New York: Routledge. 

 

Azibo, D. A. (1992). Articulating the distinction between Black studies and the study of 

Blacks: The fundamental role of culture and the African-cetered worldview. 

Afrocentric Scholar 1 

 

Barnes, S. (1997). Gender and the politics of support and protection in precolonial West 

Africa. In F. Kaplan (Ed.). Queens, queen mothers, priestesses, and power: Case 

studies in African gender (Vol 810). New York: The New York Academy of 

Sciences. 

 

Bay, E. (1997) The Kpojito or “Queen mother” of precolonial Dahamey: Towards a 

institutional history. In F. Kaplan (Ed.). Queens, queen mothers, priestesses, and 

power: Case studies in African gender (Vol 810). New York: The New York 

Academy of Sciences. 

 

Bauval R. & Brophy T. (2011). Black genesis: The prehistoric origins of Ancient Egypt. 

Rochester: Inner traditions.  

 

Bunson, M. (1991). A dictionary of Ancient Egypt. New York: Oxford University  

            Press.  

 

Busby, M. (Ed).(1992). Daughters of Africa: An international anthology of words and 

writings by women of African descent: From the ancient Egyptian to the present. 

New York: Pantheon Books.  

 

Capel, A.K. & Markoe, G.E. (Eds.). (1996). Mistress of the house Mistress of heaven: 

Women in Ancient Egypt. New York: Hudson Hills Press.  

 

Callender, G. (2012). Female Horus: The Life and Reign of Tausret. In Wilkinson, R. 

(Ed) Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt. New York. Oxford 

University Press.  



 

 

247 

 

 

Carruther, J. (1984). Essays in Ancient Egyptian studies. Los Angeles: University of 

Sankore Press.  

 

Chuku, G. (2005). Igbo Women and the Economic Transformation in Southeastern 

Nigeria, 1900-1960. New York: Routledge.  
 

Chuku, G. (2009). Igbo Women and Political participation in Nigeria, 1800s-2005. 

International Journal of African Historical Studies. 42:81-103 

 
Chinweizu. (2004) Ndi-Igbo Origins: The Pharaoh on the Niger Hypothesis. Unpublisher 

paper 

 
Chukwuezi, B. (2008). The relationship between human destiny and the cosmic forces-A 

study of the Igbo worldview. In Holbrook et al (eds) African Cultural Astronomy-

Current Archaeoastronomy and Ethnoastronomy Research in Africa. Springer 

Science Business Media.   

 
Clark, D. (1986). Similarities between Egyptian and Dogon perception of man, god, and 

nature. In Karenga, M & Carruthers, J in Kemet and the African Worldview: 

Research, Rescus and Restoration. Los Angeles: University of Sankore Press. 

 

 

Cole, E. R. & Haniff N.Z. (2006). Building a Home for Black Women Studies. Black 

Women, Gender, and Families. 1:24-45.  

 

Collins, P.H. (2000). Black Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness and the 

Politics of Empowerment. 2
nd

 ed. New York, NY: Routledge. 

 

Cooper, A.J. (1892). A Voice from the South. Xenia: Aldine Printing House.  

 

Crawford, C. (1996). Recasting Ancient Egypt in the African Context: Toward a model 

curriculum using art and language. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 

Cutrufelli, M.R. (1983). Women of Africa: Roots of Oppression. London: Zed Books.  

 

Dorman, P. (2005). Hatshepsut: Princess to Queen to Co-Ruler. In Roehrig, C et al. in 

Hatshepsut from Queen to Pharoah. New York: Yale University Press.  

 

Dove, N. (1998). Afrikan Mothers: Bearers of Culture, Makers of Social Change. Albany: 

Suny Press. 

 

Davidson, B. (1966). African Kingdoms. New York: Time-Life Books.  

 

Davidson, B. (1991). African Civilization Revisited. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 



 

 

248 

 

Davidson, B. (Director) (1984). Africa: The Story of a Continent, Program 1-Different  

            but Equal. [Documentary].  

 

Depla, Annette. (1994). Women in ancient Egyptian wisdom literature. In L. Archer,  S. 

Fisher & M. Wyke (Eds.) Women in Ancient Societies: An illusion of the night. New 

York: Routledge.  

 

Dike, A.A. (1985). The resilience of Igbo Culture: A case study of Awka town. Enugu: Fourth 

Dimension Publishers.  

 

Diop, C. A. (1974). (M. Cook Ed. and Trans.). The African origin of civilization: Myth or 

reality. Brooklyn: Lawrence Hill Books.  

 

Diop, C. A. (1989). The cultural unity of Black Africa: The domains of matriarchy & of 

patriarchy in classical antiquity. Lawrenceville: Karnak House. 

 

Diop. C. A. (1991). (Y.M Ngemi, Trans.) Civilization of barbarism: An authentic 

anthropology. Brooklyn: Lawrence Hill Books.  

 

Dove, N. (2002). Defining a mother-centered matrix to analyze the status of women. Journal 

of Black Studies. 33: 3-25.  

 

Dove, N. (2003). Defining African womanist theory. In Mazama (ed.) The Afrocentric 

Paradigm. Trenton: African World Press.  

 

Eboh, S. O. (2003). An African Concept of Law and Order: A case study of Igbo traditional 

society (Onuganotu Lectures 2). Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Ekechi, Felix K. (2009). Episodes of Igbo resistance to European imperialism, 1860-1960. In 

C.J Korieh, (Ed.) Olaudah Equiano & The Igbo World: History, Society and Atlantic 

Diaspora Connections. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 

Elechi, O.O. (2006). Doing justice without the state: The Afikpo (Ehugbo) Nigerian 

model. New York: Routledge.  

 
Emeagwali, G.T. (1985).Women in pre-capitalist socio-economic formations in Nigeria. In    

            Women in Nigeria Today. (pp. 56-55). London: Zed Books 

 

Emma, Nina. (1982). Nigerian Women Mobolized: Women Political Activity in Southern 

Nigeria, 1900-1965. Berkerley: Institute of International Studies.  

 

Eze, E.C. (1997). The Color of Reason: The Idea of Race in Kant's Anthropology. In E.C. 

Eze (Ed.) Post Colonial African Philosophy: A Critical Reader. Cambridge: Wiley-

Blackwell 

 



 

 

249 

 

Ezeigbo, T. (1990). Traditional women’s institutions in Igbo society: Implications for the 

Igbo female writer. 3: 149-65.  

 

Falola, T. (1999) The history of Nigeria. Westport: Greenwood Press. 

 

Falola, T. (2001). Culture and Customs of Nigeria. Westport: Greenwood Press.  

 

Falola, T. & Heaton, M.M. (2008). A history of Nigeria. New York: Cambridge University 

Press.  

 

Farrar, Tarikhu. (1997). Matriarchy, and the question of female political authority in 

precolonial west African monarchy. Journal of Black Studies. 27: 579-597.  

 

Fletcher, J. (2004). The search for Nefertiti: The true story of an amazing discovery. New 

York: Harper Collins Publishers.  

 

Fyle, C.M. (2001). Introduction to the history of African civilization: Volume II colonial and 

post- colonial Africa. New York: University Press of America, Inc.  

 

Graves-Brown, C. (2010). Dancing for Hathor: Women in Ancient Egypt. New York: 

Continuum Books.  

 

Greene, B. (1998). The institution of women-marriage in Africa: A cross-cultural analysis. 

Ethnology. 37: 395-412.  

 

Gilbert, E & Reynolds, J. (2004) Africa in world history: From Prehistory to the Present. 

Upper Saddle River: Pearson Prentice Hall.  

 

Gonzales, R.M. (2009). Societies, Religion and History: Central-East, Tanzanians and the 

world they created, c.200 BCE to 1800 CE. New York: Columbia University Press.  

 

Gosline, S. Female Priests: A sacerdotal precedent from Ancient Egypt. Journal of Feminist 

Studies in Religion. 12: 25-39.  

 

Harneit-Sievers, A. (2006). Constructions of Belonging: Igbo communities and the Nigerian 

state in the twentieth century. Rochester: University of Rochester Press.  

 

Harris, J.E. (1998). Africans and their history (2
nd

 rev ed.). New York:  Penguin Books.  

 

Hawass, Z. Silent images: Women in pharoanic Egypt. New York: Harry Abrams, Inc.  

 

Henderson, H. (1997). Onitsha Woman: The traditional context for political power. In F. 

Kaplan (Ed.). Queens, queen mothers, priestesses, and power: Case studies in 

African gender (Vol 810). New York: The New York Academy of Sciences. 

 



 

 

250 

 

Henderson, R.N & Henderson, H. K. (1966). An outline of traditional Onitisha Ibo 

socialization. Nigeria: Institute of Education University of Ibadan.  

 

Henderson, R.N. (1972). The king in every man: Evolutionary trends in Onitsha Ibo Society 

and culture. New Haven: Yale University Press.  

 

Hooks, Bell. (1984) Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center. Boston: South End Press.  
 

Hord, F.L & Lee, J.S. (Eds.). (1995). I am because we are: Readings in Black philosophy. 

Amherst: The University of Massachusetts Press.  

 

Hudson-Weems, C. (1993) Africana Womanism: Reclaiming Ourselves. Troy: Bedford 

Publishers.  

 

Hudson-Weems, C. (2004). Africana Womanist literary theory. Trenton: African World 

Press.  

 

Isichei, E. (1973). The Ibo people and the Europeans: The genesis of a relationship to 1906. 

New York: St Martin Press.  

 

Isichei, E. (1976).A history of Igbo people. New york: St. Martin Press. 

 

Jell-Bahlsen, S. (1997). Eze mmiri di egwu, the water monarch is awesome: 

Reconsidering the mammy water myths. In F. Kaplan (Ed.). Queens, queen 

mothers, priestesses, and power: Case studies in African gender (Vol 810). New 

York: The New York Academy of Sciences. 

 

Jell-Bahlsen, S. (1998).“Female Power: Water Priestesses of Oru-Igbo. In O. Nnaemaka 

(Ed.), Sisterhood: Feminisms & Power: From Africa to the Diaspora (pp101-132). 

Trenton: African World Press.  

 

Jogunosimi, Ife. (1986). The role of royal women in ancient Egypt. In Karenga, M & 

Carruthers, J in Kemet and the African Worldview: Research, Rescus and Restoration. 

Los Angeles: University of Sankore Press. 

 

Kaplan, F.E.S. (1997). Iyoba, the Queen mother of Benin: Images and ambiquity in 

gender and sex roles in court art. In F. Kaplan (Ed.). Queens, queen mothers, 

priestesses, and power: Case studies in African gender (Vol 810). New York: The 

New York Academy of Sciences. 

 

Kaplan, F. E. S. (Ed.). (1997) Queens, queen mothers, priestesses, and power: Case studies 

in African gender (Vol 810). New York: The New York Academy of Sciences.  

 

Karanga, M. (1984). The Husia: Sacred wisdom of Ancient Egypt. Los Angeles: The 

University of Sankore Press.  

 



 

 

251 

 

Karanga, M. (2002). Introduction to Black Studies. 3
rd

. Los Angeles; University of 

Sankore Press. 
 

Karanga, M. (2003). Afrocentricity and multicultural education: Concept, challenge, and 

contribution. In A Mazama (Ed.) The Afrocentric paradigm. Trenton: African 

World Press.  

 
Karenga, M. & Carruthers, J. (1986). Kemet and the African Worldview: Research, 

Rescus and Restoration. Los Angeles: University of Sankore Press.  

 

Karenga, T. (2007). The Office of the Divine Wife of Amen in the 25
th

 and 26
th

 dynasties: 

A Study of Women and Power in Ancient Egypt. Long Beach: California State 

University.  

 

Kolawole, M. E. (1997). Womanism And African Consciousness. Trenton: African World 

Press, Inc.  

 

Kalu, O. (2000). Ancestral Spirituality and Society in Africa. In African Spirituality: Forms , 

Meanings, and expressions. New York: Crossroad.  

 

Keller, C. (2005). The joint reign of Hatshepsut and Thutmose III. In Roehrig, C et al. in 

Hatshepsut from Queen to Pharoah. New York: Yale University Press 

 

Kula, A. (2001).  Women, Literature, and Development in Africa. Trenton, NJ: African World 

Press,  

 

Kopytoff, I. (2005). Women’s roles and existential identities. In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African 

Gender Studies: A Reader (pp 127-144). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Korieh, C.J. (2007). Yam is King! But Cassava is the Mother of all Crops: Farming, Culture, 

and Identity in Igbo Agrarian Economy. Dialectical Anthropology. 31: 221-232.   

 

Korieh, C.J. (2009). Olaudah Equiano & The Igbo World: History, Society and Atlantic 

Diaspora Connections. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 

Lazreg, M. (2005) Decolonizing feminisms. In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African Gender Studies: A 

Reader (pp 67-80). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Lebeuf, A.(1974). The role of women in the political organization of African societies. In D. 

Paulame (Ed). Women of tropical Africa. Berkerley: University of California Press.  

 

Leith-Ross, S. (1965). African Women: A Study of the Ibo of Nigeria. New York: Praeger  

Publishers.   

 

Lesko, B. (1989). Women’s earliest records: From ancient Egypt and western Asia. 

Atlanta: Scholars Press.  



 

 

252 

 

 

Lesko, B. (1996). The remarkable Women of ancient Egypt. Providence: B.C Scribe 

Publications.  

 

Lewis, D. (2005). Africa gender research and postcoloniality legacies and challenges. In 

O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African Gender Studies: A Reader (pp381-396). New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Mazama, A. (2002) Afrocentricity and African Spirituality. Journal of Black Studies. 33:218-234 

 

Mazama, A. (Ed.) (2003). The Afrocentric Paradigm. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 

Mba, N. (1992). Heroines of the Women’s War. Nigerian Women in Historical Perspective 

Lagos: Sankoke Publishers.  

 

McCall, J.C. (2000). Dancing Histories: Heuristic ethnography with the Ohafia Igbo. Ann 

Arbor: The University of Michigan Press.  

 

Meyerowitz, E. (1960). The divine kingship in Ghana and Ancient Egypt. London: Faber and 

Faber Limited.  

 

Mkabela, Q. (2005). Using the Afrocentric Method in Reseaching Indigenous African Culture. 

The Qualitative Report.10: 178-189.  

 

Mohammed, H.D. (1985). Women in Nigerian History: Examples from Borno Empire, Nupeland   

            and Igboland. In Women in Nigeria Today. (pp. 45-51). London: Zed Books 

 

Msugbe, P.O. (1974). Ohaffia: A matrilineal Ibo People. London: Oxford University 

Press.  

 

Nelson, S.M. (ed.) (2003). Ancient Queens. Walnut Creek: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers, Inc 

 

Njoku, J.A. (2009). Gender and class transformation resulting from the Atlantic slave trade 

and colonialism. In C.J. Korieh (ed.) Olaudah Equiano & The Igbo World: History, 

Society and Atlantic Diaspora Connections. Trenton: African World Press, Inc.  

 

Njoku, R.C. &  Adams, T.A. Social change and gender relations in southeastern Nigeria 

c. 1650-1900. In O. nnaemeka and C. Korieh (Eds.) Shaping our struggles: 

Nigerian women in history, culture, and social change. Trenton: African World 

Press. 

 

Nnam, N. (2007). Colonial Mentality. Lanham: The Rowman & Littlefied Publishing 

Group.  

 



 

 

253 

 

Norment, N. (2006). The African American Studies Reader. 2
nd

 ed. Durham: Carolina 

Academic Press.  

 

Nwapa, F. (1997). Images of Women in the Ifa literara corpus. F. Kaplan (Ed.) In Queens, 

queen mothers, priestesses, and power: Case studies in African gender (Vol 810). 

New York: The New York Academy of Sciences.  

 

Nzegwu. N.U. (2006). Family Matters: Feminist Concepts in African Philosophy of 

Culture. Albany: State University of New York Press.   

 

Nzimiro, I. (1972). Studies in Ibo Political Systems: Chieftaincy and politics in four 

Niger states. Berkeley: University of California Press.  

 

Obiagwu, C.J. (2008). Adventures of Ojemba: The Chronicle of Igbo People. New York: 

NY: Hamilton Books.  

 

Ogbomo, O.W. (1997). When men and women mattered; A history of gender relations 

among the Owan of Nigeria. Rochester: University of Rochester Press.  

 

Ogbomo, O.W. (2005). Women, power and society in precolonial Africa. In S.A Ajayi 

(Ed.) African culture & civilization (pp354-380). Ibadan: Atlantis Books.  

  

Ogunleye, T. (1999). Women in ancient West Africa. In B. Vivante (Ed.) Women’s Roles 

in Ancient Civilization: A reference guide (pp188-215). Westport: Greenwood 

Press.  

 

Ohadike, D.C. (1991). The Ekumeku: Western Igbo Resistance to the British conquest of Nigeria, 

1883-1914. Athens: Ohio University Press.  

 

Ojiaku, M.O. (2008). Yesteryear in Um-Akha: History and evolution of an Igbo community 

(1665-1999). Booksurge Publishing.  

 

Okonjo, K. (1976). The dual-sex political system in operation: Igbo women and community 

politics in Midwestern Nigeria. In N. J Hafkin and E. G Bay (Eds.) Women in Africa: 

Studies in Social and Economic Change (pp45-58). Standford: Stanford University Press.  

 

Okpoko, A. & Ibeanu A. (2005). Igbo civilization: An archaeological and historical ethnographic 

profile. In Precolonial Nigeria: Essays in honor of Toyin Falola. Trenton: African World 

Press.  

 

Oriji, J.N. (1991). Ngwa History: A Study of Social and economic changes in Igbo mini-states in 

time perspective. New York: Peter Lang. 

 

Oriji, J.N.. (2009). Igbo women from 1929-1960. In C.J Korieh, (Ed.) Olaudah Equiano & 

The Igbo World: History, Society and Atlantic Diaspora Connections. Trenton: 

African World Press, Inc.  



 

 

254 

 

 

Oriji, J.N. (2011). Political organization in Nigeria since the late stone age: A history of the Igbo   

            people. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Oyewumi, O. (1997). The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Discourses.  

            Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.  

 

Oyewumi, O. (2003). The White Woman’s Burden: African Women in Western 

            Feminist Discourse. In O. Oyewumi  (Ed.) African Women and & Feminism: 

Reflecting On The Politics Of Sisterhood. (pp 25-44).Trenton: African World 

Press. 

 

Oyewumi, O. (2005). African Gender Studies: A Reader. New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan.  

 

Oyewumi, O. (2005). Making history, creating gender: Some methodological and 

interpretive questions in the writing of Oyo oral traditions. In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), 

African Gender Studies: A Reader (pp169-206). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Pala, A. (2005) Definitions of women and development: An Africa perspective. In O. 

Oyewumi (Ed.), African Gender Studies: A Reader (pp169-206). New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Re Monges, M. (1997). Kush, the jewel of Nubia: Reconnecting the Root System of 

African Civilization. Trenton: African World Press. 

 

Rashidi. R. (2006). African Goddesses: Mothers of civilization. In I.V Sertima (Ed.), Black 

Women in Antiquity. Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Redd, D.(2006).  Hatshepsut. In I.V Sertima (Ed.), Black Women in Antiquity. Piscataway: 

Transaction Publishers. 

 

Redford, D. (1967). History and Chronology of the eighteenth dynasty of Egypt: Seven 

studies.Toronto:University of Toronto Press.  

 

Robins, G. (1993). Women in Ancient Egypt. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.  

 

Robins, G. (1999). Women in Ancient Egypt. In B. Vivante (Ed.) Women’s Roles in 

Ancient Civilization: A reference guide (pp154-187). Westport: Greenwood Press.  

 

Robins, G. (1989). Some Images of Women in New Kingdom Art. In Lesko, B. (ed.) 

Women’s earliest records: From ancient Egypt and western Asia. Atlanta: 

Scholars Press.  

 



 

 

255 

 

Roehrig, C. (2012). Forgotten Treasures: Tausret as seen in her monuments. In 

Wilkinson, R. (Ed) Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt. New York. 

Oxford University Press.  

 

Sacks, K. (1979). Sisters and Wives: The past and future of sexual equality. Westport: 

Greenwood Press.  

 

Saidi, C. (2010). Women’s Authority and Society in Early East-Central Africa. Rochester: 

University of Rochester Press.  

 

Sanchez. S.(2006). Nefertiti: Queen to a sacred mission. In I.V Sertima (Ed.), Black Women 

in Antiquity. Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Schlegel, A. (1972). Male dominance and female autonomy 

            New Haven: Hraf Press.  

 

Schwarz-Bart. S.(2001). (R. Rejouis & V. Vinokurov, Trans.). In Praise of Black Women: 

Ancient African Queens (Vol1). Madison: University of Wisconsin Press. 

 

Semley, L. (2011). Mother is gold, Father is glass: Gender and colonial in Yoruba town. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press.  

 

Sertima, I.V. (Ed). (1988). Black Women in Antiquity. Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Shillington, K.(1989). History of Africa. New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

 

Simon, V.S. (1988). Tiye: Nubian queen of Egypt. In I.V Sertima (Ed.), Black Women in 

Antiquity. Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Smedley, A. (2004). Women Creating Patrilyny: Gender and Environment in West Africa.    

           Walnut Creek: Altamira Press.  

 

Sofola, Z. (1998). Feminism and African Womanhood. In O. Nnaemaka (Ed.), Sisterhood: 

Feminisms & Power: From Africa to the Diaspora (pp51-64). Trenton: African 

World Press.  

 

Sudarkasa, N. (1996). The “Status of Women” in indigenous Africa Societies. In R. 

Terborg-Penn & A.B Rushing (Ed.) Women in Africa and the African Diaspora: 

A Reader (2
nd

 ed.) (pp73-88). Washington: Howard University Press.  

 

Sutherland-Addy, E. & Aminata D. (2005). Women writing Africa: West Africa and the 

Sahel. New York: The Feminist Press at the City University of New York 

 

Steady, F.C. (Ed.). (1981). The Black Woman Cross-Cultural. Cambridge, MA: 

Schenkman Publishing Company, Inc.  

 



 

 

256 

 

Steady, F.C. (1996). African Feminism: A Worldwide Perspective. In R. Terborg-Penn & 

A.B Rushing (Ed.) Women in Africa and the African Diaspora: A Reader (2
nd

 ed.) 

(pp3-22). Washington: Howard University Press.  

 

Steady, F. C. (2005). An investigative framework for gender research in Africa in the 

new millennium.  In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African Gender Studies: A Reader (pp 

313-332). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Stoeltje, B.J. (1997). Asante Queen Mothers: A Study in Female Authority. In F. Kaplan 

(Ed.). Queens, queen mothers, priestesses, and power: Case studies in African 

gender (Vol 810). New York: The New York Academy of Sciences. 

 

Talbot, D.A. (1968). Woman’s Mysteries of a primitive people: The Ibibios of Southern 

Nigeria. London: Frank Cass & Co.  

 

Thiam, Awa. (1986). Black Sisters, Speak Out: Feminism and Oppression in Black 

Africa. London: Pluto Press.  
 

Thornton, J. (2006). Elite women in the kingdom of Kongo: Historical perspective on 

women’s political power. The Journal of African History. 47: 437-460 

 

Troy, L. (2003). She for whom all that is said is done: The ancient Egyptian queen. In 

S.M. Nelson (Ed.) Ancient Queens: Archaeological explorations. Walnut Creek: 

Altamira Press. 

 

Tyldesley, J. (1994). Daughters of Isis: Women of ancient Egypt. London: Penguin 

Group.  

 

Tyldesley, J. (1996). Hatchepsut: the female pharaoh. London: Penguin Books.  

 

Tyldesley, J. (2005). Nefertiti: Unlocking the mystery surrounding Egypt’s most famous 

and beautiful queen. London: Penguin Books.  

 

Tyldesley, J. (2012). Foremost of Women: The female pharaohs of Ancient Egpyt. In 

Wilkinson, R. (Ed) Tausret: Forgotten Queen and Pharaoh of Egypt. New York: 

Oxford University Press.  

 

Ubah, C.N. (1982). The Supreme Being, Divinities and ancestors in Igbo traditional 

traditional religion: Evidence from Otanchara and Otanzu. Africa: Journal of the 

International Africa Institute. 52: 90-105.  

 

Uchendu, E. (2005). Women, Power, and Political Institution in Igboland. In Precolonial 

Nigeria: Essays in honor of Toyin Falola. Trenton: Africa World Press.  

 

Uchendu, P.K. (1993). The Role of Nigerian women in Politics: Past and present. Fourth 

Enugu: Dimension Publishing Co.  



 

 

257 

 

 

Uchendu, V. (1965). The Igbo of southeast Nigeria. New York, NY: Holt, Rinehart and 

Winston.  

 

Ukaegbu, V. (2007). The use of masks in Igbo theatre in Nigeria: The aesthetic flexibility 

of performance traditions. Lewiston: Edwin Mellen Press.  

 

Umeasiegbu, E.N. (1969). The Way We Lived: Ibo customs and stories. Ibadan, Nigeria: 

Heinemann.  

 

Ward. W.A. (1987). Non-Royal Women and their occupations in Middle Kingdom.  In 

Lesko, B. (ed.) Women’s earliest records: From ancient Egypt and western Asia. 

Atlanta: Scholars Press.  

 

Watterson, B. (1998). Women in Ancient Egypt. Phoenix Mill: Wrens Park Publishing.  

 

Watkins, V. (1997). Womanism and Black Feminism: Issues in the manipulation of 

African historiography. In Carruthers, J.H & Harris, L.C (eds) African World 

History project-Preliminary Challenge.  

 

Welch, G. (1965). Africa: Before they Came.: The continent, north, south, east, west, 

preceding the colonial powers. New York: William Morrow & Company.  

 

Wimby, D. The female horuses and great wives of Kemet. In I.V Sertima (Ed.), Black 

Women in Antiquity. Piscataway: Transaction Publishers. 

 

Yamauchi, E. (Ed.) (2001). African & African in antiquity. East Lansing, Michigan: 

Michigan State University Press. 

 

Ye, Z.. & Hongcai, L. (2007). Egyptian women’s position in the family in the time of the 

Pharaohs. Front. History. China. 2: 74-87  

 

Zeleza, P. (2005). Gender biases in African historiography. In O. Oyewumi (Ed.), African 

Gender Studies: A Reader (pp207-232). New York: Palgrave Macmillan.  

 

Virtues of Ma’at. Retrieved August 20, 2012, from http://www.maatinus.com 

 


