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Adultery in Igbo Society:
Consequences for Women
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In traditional Igbo society, adultery—defined as a married woman
engaging in sexual relations outside her marriage—is considered a
serious transgression with significant social and spiritual
repercussions.
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Cultural and Social Implications

Adultery by a woman is perceived as a violation of marital vows and
an affront to communal values. Such actions can lead to severe
consequences, including:
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Anthropological report on the Ibo speaking people of the Awka district

* Ejection from Matrimonial Home: A woman found guilty of adultery
may be expelled from her husband’s house, leading to social ostracism
and loss of status within the community.

* Denial of Access to Children: In some cases, the woman may be
restricted from seeing her children, further intensifying her social
isolation.

e Spiritual Consequences: Traditional beliefs hold that a woman’s

infidelity can invoke ancestral wrath, potentially bringing misfortune
or calamity upon her family.
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A characteristic of the life of these Iho is the existence of
numbers of forbidden acts, known as nsg ani, which may con-
veniently be termed bans, as, strictly speaking, they are not
tabus, though that term would be applied to them by many
authorities. These bans affect matrimonial relations, and in
fact sexual relations generally, the birth and behaviour of
children and, among adults, more especially of women ; they
also deal with aniwals in their relation to man and in their
relations to their own and other species; more rarely they
bear upon astronomy or botany. The greater number of
them seem to be known wherever I went in the Awka
district, though it was difficult to ascertain this with
certainty without putting leading questions. In some cases
one town permits what another forbids; but this may well
be due to the fact that a sacrifice has been offered to the
ajana by a man of Aguku, this being the recognized means
of varying or abolishing the bans.

As to how they came into existence I got no precise
information ; At Aguku, the belief appeared to be that they
had existed from time immemorial ; elsewhere, especially at
Mbwaku, it appeared that a ban could be established by
offering a sacrifice to the ajana and reciting the action that
was to be forbidden ; as there was no mention of the services
of an Nri man in this connection, the ignorance of the
Aguku people is perhaps explained. These bans are of
importance in two ways: in the first place owing to the
amount of infanticide which they cause, in the second place
by the destruction of livestock that they cause, firstly, as a
direct result of the violation of a ban, secondly, in the
purificatory sacrifices enjoined as a reparation whether
animals are or are not concerned in the original violation of
the ban.

Anthropological Report on the Ibo speaking people of the Awka district.
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Gender Disparities in Adultery
Perceptions

Notably, there exists a gender bias in the perception and punishment

of adultery within Igbo culture. While women’s infidelity attracts
severe sanctions, men’s extramarital affairs often receive minimal

attention, reflecting a patriarchal double standard.
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Contemporary Perspectives

Modern influences, including legal frameworks and human rights
advocacy, challenge these traditional practices. There is a growing
call for gender equity and the protection of women'’s rights, prompting
a reevaluation of customary laws that disproportionately penalize
women for adultery.

Tribes of the Niger Delta
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Conclusion

Adultery committed by a woman in Igbo society carries profound
social, spiritual, and familial consequences, underscoring the
community’s emphasis on marital fidelity. However, contemporary
movements toward gender equality are fostering critical discussions
aimed at reforming these traditional norms to ensure fairness and
justice for all individuals, regardless of gender.

Tribes of the Niger Delta
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