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I n Onitsha (Onicha), women who belong to the Otu Odu society hold
significant social and spiritual influence. The Otu Odu is an

exclusive and prestigious group traditionally composed of high-status
women, often those who are married to wealthy men or have
demonstrated considerable wealth and contribution to their
community. Membership into the Otu Odu society is seen as an honour
and a symbol of respect.

In the Igbo town of Onitsha (Onicha), the Otu Odu society represents a
powerful organization of high-status women who hold notable social,
spiritual, and political influence. The Otu Odu society, an exclusive
and prestigious association, is traditionally composed of women from
influential backgrounds—those married to wealthy men or who have
amassed personal wealth and made significant contributions to their
community. Membership in this society is a revered honor that
signifies a woman’s elevated standing and garners deep respect within
the community

Roles of the Otu Odu Society in Preserving Igbo Culture and
Leadership

The Otu Odu society plays critical roles in cultural and ceremonial
matters, including overseeing rites of passage and serving as
custodians of certain customs. Women in this group are regarded as
matriarchs and are involved in upholding the moral values of the
community. They may also wield political influence, providing counsel
to male leaders in their traditional governance systems. Their attire,
often including ivory beads, marks their rank, and they participate in
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important festivals and events in Onitsha society.

Otu Odu women play critical roles in various cultural, ceremonial, and
governance matters. The society is responsible for overseeing rites of
passage, participating in funeral ceremonies, and upholding
community customs. Members act as custodians of cultural values,
transmitting knowledge to younger generations and reinforcing moral
standards within the community. Additionally, they may provide
counsel to male leaders, offering perspectives that can influence
decision-making in traditional governance, which underscores their
influence in both spiritual and political realms.

Wealthy Market women in Onicha. G. F. Packer, 1880s. Pitt Rivers Museum.

Women of the Otu Odu society are easily recognized by their distinct
attire, often adorned with ivory beads, which serves as a visible mark
of their rank. They actively participate in significant festivals,
ceremonies, and rituals, where their presence symbolizes continuity
and the preservation of Onitsha’s cultural heritage. Their role
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highlights the respect and authority women can wield within Igbo
societies, particularly in traditional religious and political spheres,
reflecting the matriarchal influence embedded within Igbo cultural
structures.

This role underlines the powerful position that women can hold within
Igbo societies, specifically in traditional religious and political
spheres.

The Otu Odu society shows the many important roles women played in
Igbo communities, challenging modern ideas about gender and
highlighting their power and respect in the past.

Women’s Title-Taking: The Iyom (Otu Odu) Title in Igbo Culture
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