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Abstract:

This study interrogates the evolving identity of married women who reject the traditional “Oriaku”
construct — a sociocultural expression that historically idealizes women as passive beneficiaries of
their husbands’ economic success. The “Oriaku” identity deeply rooted in Igbo marital ideology,
reinforces a gendered hierarchy where a woman’s value is measured by her husband’s capacity to
provide and her willingness to remain dependent. Drawing on feminist framework, this study
examines how a new generation of married, economically independent women in Southeastern
Nigeria are challenging this construct and redefining the meaning of marital empowerment. Using
a qualitative phenomenological approach, ten(10) married women who self-identify as financially
independent were purposively selected and interviewed. Thematic analysis revealed five major
themes: (1) redefinition of womanhood, (2) social backlash and resistance, (3) negotiation of
masculinity and spousal dynamics, (4) emotional liberation, and (5) the symbolic death of the
Oriaku identity. Findings highlight that the rejection of patriarchal comfort is not only an act of
economic independence but a feminist revolt against symbolic subjugation. The study concludes
that the rise of the empowered wife signals an emergent paradigm of partnership-based marriage
and gender rebalancing in Nigeria’s evolving patriarchal landscape.
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Introduction:

Patriarchy continues to shape marital and gender relations across Africa, particularly within
societies where traditional cultural constructs dictate women’s roles. In South-eastern Nigeria, one
of the most enduring symbols of this patriarchal design or pattern is the notion of the Oriaku — a
term that literally means “The one who enjoys wealth”. In the patriarchal order, this label is a
badge of honour symbolizing a husband’s success and a wife’s respectability; but, beneath this
glorification lies a subtle, systemic reinforcement of female dependency and silencing.

In recent decades, a shift has however emerged. Many married women, especially in urban areas,
have begun to resist the comfort of patriarchal dependency. They pursue careers, own businesses,
contribute financially, and insist on mutual decision-making within the home.

This study therefore, explores the revolt against patriarchal comfort among married, independent
women in Southeastern Nigeria. It investigates how these women navigate social expectations,
marital dynamics, and personal empowerment in redefining what it means to be a wife in a
changing patriarchal context.

Literature Review:

Understanding the “Oriaku” construct

The term Oriaku derives from the Igbo socio-cultural context of Nigeria, connoting a wife who
“eats wealth” or “enjoys wealth”. Traditionally, it celebrates a woman whose husband is a capable
provider. Scholars such as Nwosu (2018) and Ezeigbo (2020) noted that this construct is
emblematic of patriarchal value systems that equate female virtue with domesticity and male
success. Here, the “Oriaku” becomes both a symbol of feminine success and subservience — a
paradox that glorifies dependency as prestige.

In Igbo society, marriage is often conceptualized as a union that reinforces gender hierarchy
(Okeke-Ihejirika, 2004). The man assumes the role of protector and provider, while the woman is
positioned as the nurturer and dependent. The “Oriaku” archetype thus embodies the idealized,
submissive wife, whose comfort is contingent upon her husband’s benevolence. However, as
modernization and feminist consciousness expand, this archetype increasingly appears outdated
and restrictive.

Patriarchy and Female Economic Dependence

Patriarchy operates as a cultural system that legitimizes male dominance and female dependency
(Walby, 1990). In the Nigerian context, patriarchal norms dictate economic relations within
marriage, often discouraging women from pursuing financial autonomy (Aina, 2012). Women who
earn independent incomes are sometimes perceived as threats to masculine authority (Okorie,
2019). This ideological structure ensures that economic control remains a key mechanism for
sustaining patriarchy.

Empirical studies show that women’s economic empowerment can both challenge and complicate
marital relationships (Isiugo-Abanihe, & Obono, 2021). On one hand, it offers women voice,
bargaining power, and autonomy; on the other, it introduces tensions around control, ego, and
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respectability. Thus, the decision to reject the “Oriaku” identity entails negotiating deeply
ingrained expectations of femininity, submission, and gratitude.

Marriage, Empowerment, and Changing Gender Roles

The evolving status of married women in Africa reflects broader socio-economic transitions.
According to Oduaran and Okorie (2020), women’s participation in formal and informal
economies has transformed domestic relations. Husbands increasingly share decision-making
though not without resistance. Empowerment is thus both a process and a site of struggle.

In Nigeria, especially among educated urban women, empowerment has come to signify self-
reliance and the rejection of passive dependency (Eze, 2021). Yet, these women often navigate
social backlash or being labeled as “proud”, “disrespectful, or “unsubmissive”. Their narratives
underscore the double burden of empowerment which are economic freedom accompanied by
emotional/social isolation.

Consequently, the “Oriaku syndrome” which encourages the internationalization of dependency
as success is gradually dissolving. What replaces it is a new consciousness of the rise of women
who define comfort not by male provision, but by partnership and purpose (Isiugo-Abanihe &
Obono, 2021).

Theoretical Framework:

Feminist Theory

Feminist theory provides a critical lens for analyzing the interplay of gender, power, and identity
in marriage. Liberal Feminism emphasizes equal opportunity and autonomy (Tong, 2014), while
African feminism advocates for complementarity and respect within culturally specific
frameworks (Nnaemeka, 1997). Postcolonial feminism further interrogates how western
patriarchal systems merged with indigenous hierarchies to reinforce women’s subordination in
Africa (Oyewumi, 1997).

Within this framework, rejecting the “Oriaku” label is a feminist act of resistance. It challenges
symbolic domination (Bourdieu, 2001) and redefines womanhood beyond patriarchal validation.
This revolt embodies what Nnaemeka (2004) calls “nego-feminism” (negotiation feminism);

where women tactically assert power without fully abandoning cultural values. The empowered
wife therefore is not anti-marriage but anti-subjugation.

Methodology:

Research Design

This study adopted a qualitative phenomenological design to explore the lived experiences of
married, independent women who consciously reject the ‘Oriaku Identity'. The phenomenological
approach was chosen because it focuses on understanding participants' subjective realities and how
they make meaning of their experiences within cultural contexts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Through
this lens, the study sought to capture the nuanced processes by which these women negotiate
empowerment, resistance, and identity within patriarchal marriages.

Study Area and participants (Population):
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The study was conducted in southeastern Nigeria, focused on urban areas within Nsukka; Enugu
State, Nigeria. Participants were ten(10) married women, aged between 31 and 49 years, who self-
identified as financially independent. They were purposively selected based on the following
criteria:
1. Married for at least five years.
2. Engaged in income generating activities (formal or informal)
3. Willingness to discuss their marital and gender experiences openly.
The participants included civil servants, entrepreneurs, women in banking sector and healthcare.
Data Collection
Data were collected between October 12, 2025 — January 5™, 2026 through a semi-structured in-
depth interviews lasting between 40-55 minutes. Interviews were conducted in English and
occasionally code-switched to Igbo in order to preserve meaning and authenticity. All interviews
were audio-recorded (with consent) and transcribed verbatim. Two female research assistants were
recruited and trained for four days (40-50mins) to familiarize them with the requirements of the
research procedures. Female assistants were chosen because the study is solely on women's views.
Data Analysis:
Data was analyzed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase process
of familiarization, coding, theme generation, theme review, definition, and reporting. Emerging
themes were examined in relation to feminist and postcolonial theoretical frameworks. Reflexivity
was maintained throughout the process, acknowledging the researcher’s positionality as a gender-
aware observer within the same cultural milieu; though without bias.
Findings:
Redefining womanhood: from dependency to partnership
All participants articulated a conscious departure from the “Oriaku” mentality. They described
empowerment as the ability to contribute meaningfully to family welfare and decision-making
rather than remaining passive beneficiaries. The views of one participant is stated thus:
“Being called an Oriaku used to sound like praise; but now it feels like a
cage. I do not want to just enjoy; I want to also gather and contribute”
(Entrepreneur, 38 years, Nsukka Town).
Another participant emphasized that her financial independence enhances mutual respect with her
husband:
“When I support the home financially, I am not doing it to compete but to show partnership. It
changes the way my husband and his relatives view me” (Banker, 42years. Nsukka Town)
This marks a shift from dependence-based respect to contribution-based dignity, reshaping the
symbolic meaning of womanhood in marriage.
Social Backlash: Labelling and cultural policing
Despite embracing independence, participants reported facing significant social scrutiny. Female
autonomy was often framed as rebellion or utterly disrespectful. A participant shared thus:
“My relatives say I am too proud because I do not wait for my husband’s
permission to buy things or travel. They think independence means disrespect.
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Finally, I do not ask my husband for the money to do those things” (Lecturer, 37
years, University of Nigeria Nsukka campus)

Similarly, another participant observed that women who reject patriarchal comfort are stigmatized.
She explained thus:
“Once you are not begging for everything; they think and say your husband is
afraid of you or that you are controlling him” (Lecturer (Pharmacist), 33 years,
University of Nigeria Nsukka campus)
This theme underscores the persistence of patriarchal policing, where women’s autonomy
threatens communal gender norms and invites moral judgement.
Negotiating masculinity and Marital Power
Participants revealed that empowerment reconfigures marital power relations. While some
husbands adapted positively, others displayed resistance. A participant noted:
“At first, my husband struggled with my success. He used to say that ‘I am
forgetting that I am a woman'. With time, he saw it brings peace when both of us
share responsibilities” (Civil Servant (School teacher), 45 years, Nsukka Town)
For others, empowerment led to subtle domestic tensions. The negotiation of masculinity thus
becomes central. With this, women must balance self assertion with cultural diplomacy; a dynamic
that aligns with Nnaemeka’s (2004) concept of nego-feminism.
Emotional Liberation and Self Fulfillment
Participants expressed a profound sense of emotional liberation associated with financial
independence. Beyond economics, empowerment translated into confidence and psychological
security. A participant stated:
“I don’t fear for tomorrow. If my husband is angry with me or he should travel,
I can still survive with my kids. Peace of mind is priceless” (Entrepreneur, 45
years, Nsukka Town)
Another participant contributed thus:
“I am where I am today because of hard work and resilience. I attained success
by God’s grace and not with the help of any man. I can tell you beating my
chest that I can foot my bills and even carter for my children without the
contribution of my husband” (Medical Doctor, 46 years, Nsukka Town)
Independence fostered self-esteem and reduced vulnerability to emotional manipulation. This
theme illustrates empowerment as holistic; encompassing psychological, emotional, and social
well-being.
The Symbolic Death of “Oriaku”
Participants collectively tagged the Oriaku identity as obsolete. A participant remarked thus:
“Our mothers wore ‘Oriaku’ title like a crown; but for us; it is mere mockery.
We are no longer “Oriakus”; we don’t even see the wealth to enjoy again. We
are now partners and even ‘okpata akus’ (wealth generators) (Medical
Personnel, 44 years, Nsukka Town)
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This theme brought forward a generational shift in marital consciousness which is awakening and
redefining female respectability from dependence to agency.

Discussion:

The findings reveal that the revolt against patriarchal comfort is not merely economic but
existential. Women’s narrations demonstrate a conscious deconstruction of inherited gender
ideologies. By rejecting the Oriaku construct, these women are asserting new forms of identity that
harmonize empowerment with cultural belonging.

Consistent with feminist theory, empowerment emerges as both a site of resistance and negotiation
(Hooks, 2015). The participants’ contributions aligned with Nnaemeka’s (1997) nego-feminism,
which underscores negotiation rather than confrontation as a pathway to gender equity within an
African context. Rather than abandoning marriage, the women have reimagined it as partnership
and a microcosm of equality within a patriarchal order.

The findings also resonate with Bourdieu’s (2001) concept of symbolic violence, wherein cultural
symbols (such as Oriaku) perpetuate subordination under the guise of honour. By rejecting this
identity, women dismantle the ideological foundation that legitimizes male authority.

Moreover, the study highlights that empowerment generates ambivalent outcomes; while it fosters
self-respect and independence; it also invites social backlash and marital friction. This duality
mirrors global feminist findings that women’s agency often collides with entrenched patriarchy
(Kabeer, 2012). Nonetheless, the participants’ persistence signifies an emerging counter-narrative
that normalizes female autonomy within the Nigerian marital landscape.

Conclusion and Recommendations:

This study concludes that the Oriaku identity which was once a celebrated marker of feminine
prestige has become an instrument of patriarchal control in modern times. The rise of the
empowered wife represents a silent but profound cultural revolution. Through education, work,
and self-determination, women are redefining what it means to be “successful” in marriage. The
rejection of Oriaku does not imply hostility towards men or tradition; rather, it repositions marriage
as a partnership rooted in mutual respect, shared responsibility, and emotional equality.

The study recommends:

1. That gender-based advocacy organizations should endeavour to promote narratives of
partnership in marriage through community dialogues and media sensitization.

2. Curriculum reforms at both secondary and tertiary levels should integrate gender studies
in order to challenge dependency-oriented socialization. This will help empower girls that
would later become women.

3. Non-governmental organizations that pilot women affairs should fight for empowerment
of women through opportunities for skill acquisition. This will free them from marital
dependency as they become economically empowered.
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