
Ozi Ikòrò
AFRICAN HISTORY  ·  CULTURE  ·  INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE

ETHNOHISTORY

Transition to Commodities in the aro
confederacy(e.g., Palm Oil, Ivory, Cloth)

By Kosisochukwu Nzeribe
Ozikoro.com · Ethnohistory · 7 min read

FEATURE
IMAGE Arochukwu-Warriors

Article image · caption retained from the published Ozikoro article



ETHNOHISTORY OZIKORO.COM  ·  02

Ozi Ikòrò
TRANSITION TO COMMODITIES IN THE ARO CONFEDERACY(E.G., PALM OIL, IVORY, CLOTH)

Transition to Commodities in the
aro confederacy(e.g., Palm Oil,
Ivory, Cloth)
By Kosisochukwu Nzeribe  ·  Ethnohistory  ·  Ozikoro.com

T he mid-nineteenth century marked a pivotal “structural
transformation” in the economic history of Southeastern Nigeria.

For nearly two centuries, the Aro Confederacy had maintained a
formidable hegemony over the hinterland by acting as the primary
agents of the Trans-Atlantic slave trade. However, as Great Britain
enforced the abolition of the slave trade and the Industrial Revolution
spurred a demand for raw materials, the Aro were forced to
recalibrate their vast commercial machine. This “Transition to
Commodities in the aro confederacy(e.g., Palm Oil, Ivory, Cloth)” was
not merely a change in cargo, but a total reorganization of labor,
logistics, and social power. By successfully pivoting to “legitimate
commerce,” the Aro demonstrated a “mercantile resilience” that
allowed their confederacy to survive and thrive until the British
military intervention of 1901. This article examines the commodities
that defined this new era and the socio-economic adjustments
required to sustain them.

01

The Palm Oil Revolution:
Lubricating the Industrial World
Of all the commodities that replaced the trade in human beings, palm
oil was the most significant. It transformed the Igbo hinterland into
the “Oil Rivers” protectorate’s economic engine;
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From Export to Production: Unlike the slave trade, which was purely
“extractive,” the palm oil trade required “intensive production.” The
Aro utilized their satellite colonies (Umu-Aro) to organize the
collection of palm fruit and the processing of oil.

The Role of Domestic Labor: As the export of slaves declined, the Aro
redirected “captive labor” toward the maintenance of palm groves and
the transportation of oil. This led to a rise in “internal slavery” and
debt bondage to meet the labor-intensive demands of the oil industry.

Logistical Superiority: The Aro utilized their established “caravan
routes” to move heavy calabashes of oil from the interior to riverine
depots. Their control over the “hinterland-to-coast” pipeline ensured
that European firms like the Royal Niger Company remained
dependent on Aro middlemen.

Young oil palm in secondary forest near Mundame, Cameroon (Original photograph by Dr. Büsgen, published in
“Report of a German colonial scientific expedition to Cameroon”, Jentsch and Büsgen, 1909, describing oil palm
as an indicator of secondary forest and old villages. Digital image: Pauline von Hellermann)
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02

The Ivory Trade: Hunting for
Global Luxury
While palm oil was the commodity of the masses, ivory remained the
“luxury export” of the elite, connecting the Aro to high-end global
markets;

The Ecology of Hunting: The Aro formed alliances with “specialized
hunting guilds” in the Cross River basin. These hunters provided
elephant tusks in exchange for firearms and salt provided by Aro
merchants.

Symbol of Prestige: Ivory was not just an export; it was a “currency of
status” within the confederacy. Titled men (Ozo) and Aro agents used
ivory trumpets and ornaments to signal their “wealth and spiritual
authority” derived from the Ibin Ukpabi oracle.

Atlantic Demand: In Europe and America, the demand for ivory for
“piano keys, billiard balls, and combs” ensured that this commodity
remained a high-margin business for the Aro, even when palm oil
prices fluctuated.
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Workshop of Akwete Women’s Weaving Cooperative (Nigerian). Wrapper, 20th Century. Cotton; 106.1 × 194.3
cm (41 3/4 × 76 1/2 in). New York, NY: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1998.389.2. Gift of Robert and Anita
LaGamma, 1998. Source: The
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The Cloth Trade: Indigenous
Textiles and Imported Finery
The transition era saw a sophisticated “textile economy” where
indigenous production met the rising demand for European imports;

Akwete and Local Weaving: Aro facilitated the distribution of “Akwete
cloth” and other locally woven textiles. They acted as the primary
distributors for these fabrics, which were essential for “ritual dress
and social ceremonies” across the Cross-Niger region.

The “George” and Madras Cloth: As the Aro traded oil and ivory at the
coast, they brought back “European and Indian textiles” (popularly

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 05



TRANSITION TO COMMODITIES IN THE ARO CONFEDERACY(E.G., PALM OIL, IVORY, CLOTH) OZIKORO.COM  ·  06

known as George). These became the “standard of wealth” in the
hinterland, and the Aro maintained a monopoly on their distribution.

Clothing as Currency: In the absence of a unified colonial currency,
specific types of “imported cloth” often functioned as a medium of
exchange, further embedding the Aro in the daily economic life of
every village.

04

Adjusting the “Oracle-Merchant”
Model
The transition to commodities required a “theological and judicial
adjustment” to ensure the continued relevance of the Ibin Ukpabi
oracle;

Protecting Trade Routes: In the slave era, warfare was often
encouraged to produce captives. In the commodity era, the Aro used
the “fear of the oracle” to ensure “peace and safety” on the roads. A
merchant carrying palm oil needed security, and the Ibin Ukpabi
provided a “spiritual police force” to prevent highway robbery.

Settling Commercial Disputes: As credit systems became more
complex with palm oil “trusts,” the oracle became the “supreme court
of commerce.” It adjudicated disagreements over debts and the
“quality of goods,” ensuring that the credit-based economy did not
collapse.

Ritual Tax on Commodities: The Aro imposed “tolls and ritual fees” on
the movement of legitimate goods, ensuring that the wealth generated
by palm oil continued to fund the “central authority in Arochukwu.”
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Social Transformation: The Rise
of the “New Merchant Class”
The transition to legitimate trade led to a “democratization of wealth”
that challenged traditional social hierarchies;

The Emergence of “New Men”: While the slave trade was often the
preserve of powerful “warlords,” the palm oil trade allowed
“commoners and smaller farmers” to participate in the global
economy. This led to the rise of a “middle class” that was less
dependent on the old military-ritual complex.

Women’s Economic Role: Women were central to the “processing of
palm fruit” and the local marketing of cloth. The transition to
commodities gave women a “greater degree of economic agency,”
although the Aro men still controlled the high-level Atlantic
brokerage.

Urbanization of Aro Colonies: Outposts that were once “military
garrisons” transformed into “vibrant market towns.” This urbanization
created a “cosmopolitan Igbo identity” that blended traditional values
with the new realities of global trade.

06

The Conflict with British
Imperialism
The very success of the Aro in transitioning to commodities eventually
brought them into “fatal conflict” with British colonial interests;

Ozi Ikòrò  ·  African History, Culture & Indigenous Knowledge 07



TRANSITION TO COMMODITIES IN THE ARO CONFEDERACY(E.G., PALM OIL, IVORY, CLOTH) OZIKORO.COM  ·  08

The Monopoly Challenge: By the late 19th century, the British wanted
to bypass Aro middlemen to deal “directly with the producers.” They
viewed the Aro “trade network” as an illegal monopoly that stifled the
growth of the British Empire.

The “Civilizing Mission” Pretext: To justify military intervention,
British officials characterized the Aro “pawnship and domestic labor”
systems as a continuation of slavery, ignoring the fact that these were
the “foundations of the legitimate trade” the British had requested.

The 1901 Expedition: The Anglo-Aro War was the “final
confrontation.” The British sought to replace the “Aro commodity
system” with a “colonial administrative system,” leading to the
eventual physical destruction of the Long Juju oracle and the formal
annexation of the hinterland.

The Transition to Commodities in the Aro Confederacy(e.g., Palm Oil,
Ivory, Cloth) remains a testament to the “economic genius” of
pre-colonial African institutions. The Aro did not collapse when the
slave trade ended; instead, they “reinvented their economy,” proving
that indigenous systems were capable of sophisticated adaptation to
global shifts. By turning the “oil of the palm” into the “new currency
of power,” the Aro maintained their influence for nearly a century
after the abolition. However, their very ability to “integrate the
hinterland” into a functional commodity network made them a target
for a British Empire that brooked no rivals. Today, the “legacy of this
transition” is seen in the vibrant commercial spirit of Southeastern
Nigeria, a spirit that was forged in the “markets and caravan routes”
of the Aro commodity era.
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