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Abstract 

Facts of history contribute either to a hostile or harmonious 

relationship among individuals and groups. Thus, social, political, 

cultural and economic considerations account for changes in the 

nature and  form of relationship in human society. This paper 

examines the existence of periodic markets in Ikwerre  ethnic 

nationality and how such markets have fostered intergroup relations 

between Ikwerre and her Kalabari neighbours. The Ikwerre and 

Kalabari are two of the closest neighbours in the eastern Niger Delta. 

Beginning from the early settlement period, both ethnic nationalities 

have enjoyed some peaceful and harmonious relationships stemming 

from their trade transactions. The nexus of this intergroup relations 

expressed in marriage and cultural affiliations was the existence of 

periodic markets in all the Ikwerre communities lying along the new 

Calabar River. This paper reveals that the trade along the new 

Calabar River between the Ikwerre and Kalabari communities was 

lucrative as it was moderated by the law of comparative advantage. 

The Ikwerre supplied their farm products while the Kalabari 

supplied varieties of sea foods. This economic relations by extension, 

engendered inter-marriages and cultural affiliations such as 

cultural festivals, wrestling matches, linguistic interest and 
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remodeling of paraphernalia of traditional political office. However, 

this paper further reveals that in recent times, this age-long cordial 

relations has began to sour due to internal insurgence arising from 

cult activities in both areas. In all, the paper concludes that, in spite 

of the marked militant activities both on the rivers and the market 

areas, the people of Ikwerre and Kalabari ethnic nationalities have 

continued to maintain quality mutual relationships as the periodic 

markets remain their strong cord. 

 

Introduction 

The study of intergroup relations amongst African societies have often 

emphasized the general hostilities of one ethnic group or polity against the 

other over economic, social, cultural or religious issues. This assessment 

tend to wrongly see Africa as a place of widespread insecurity, thus 

showcasing a people that are stagnant and averse to change (Olayemi 

2006:59). However, the study of intergroup relations among the Ikwerre 

and Kalabari of the Eastern Niger delta proves contrary to this assertion as 

there exist evidence of peaceful relations.  

This peaceful intergroup relations amongst the two ethnic nationalities has 

been made possible by the existence of periodic markets. This relations has 

existed before, during and after colonialism. In Nigeria, there is enough 

evidence on the antecedents of trade and marketing activities. Northrup 

(1978:88) noted that in Nigeria, among other things, trade developed from 

internal factors which bothers on the complimentary needs of people in 

close proximity to themselves. Thus, trade and market in Nigerian societies 

developed out of mutual reciprocity in the culture of the people.  

The Ikwerre and Kalabari, though neighbours, occupy different ecological 

zones. The Ikwerre people inhabit the rainforest vegetation, and are 

predominantly farmers while the Kalabari people inhabit the salt water 

swamp zone with mangrove vegetation and are known for the production 

of sea foods. The two ethnic groups are separated by the New Calabar river 

which empties its water into the Atlantic ocean (Ejituwu and Okoroafor, 
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2009:18). Given these ecological disparities and consequent localization  of 

certain products, exchange became inevitable between the Ikwerre and 

Calabar people. There emerged a serious desire by each unit to exchange its 

local products for other needed items which were not immediately found 

within the vicinity. 

Gradually, the venue for exchange within the respective units developed 

into markets which later gained prominence as important centres for 

exchange, distribution and redistribution of agricultural and aquatic  

produce. Interestingly to note however, is that these exchange or market 

centres were and are still located within the various Ikwerre communities 

that inhabit the water fronts of the new Calabar river and its tributaries such 

as Ogbodo-Isiokpo, Ibaa, Isiodu-Emohua, Omuoko-Aluu, Choba, 

Rumuoparali, Ogbogoro, Rumuolumeni (Iwofe), Ogbakiri, Rumuodogo, 

Oroworukwo and Rebesi. Indeed these market places which provided 

forum for exchange and interactions among the two ethnic groups 

engendered intermarriages, cultural affiliations in terms festivals, 

language, dress code, wrestling and traditional political institution. It is 

important, perhaps pertinent, to use these two ethnic nationalities of 

Ikwerre  and Kalabari to demonstrate how cordial intergroup relations 

could be achieved through the existence of periodic markets. 

 

What is Periodic Market? 

Generally, market is usually  an actual or normal place where forces of 

demand and supply operate in which buyers and sellers interact directly or 

indirectly , through intermediaries to trade on goods and services for barter 

or money. In this sense, market is seen as a direct flow of goods and services 

from producers to the users in such a way that the utility of time, place and 

ownership is enhance. Market is the backbone of economic activites and it 

has been in existence even before the advent of money. Before the 

introduction of money currency goods were bartered for. If the above 

analysis represents what market is, what then, is periodic market? 
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In the context of this paper, periodic market would be seen as an authorized  

gathering of buyers and sellers  of commodities at an appointed place at 

regular intervals. It is usually held on one or more days of each week in a 

specific place. The meetings of a periodic market is separated by market-

less days. In most traditional societies, the reason for the establishment and 

geographical spread of periodic market has been to enhance the 

distribution of  commodities produced locally with the primary objective of 

expanding the local economic base of the rural people. The distance 

between societies, clans, communities and ethnic nationalities, and the 

mode of rural transportation within and outside the region determines 

greatly the productivity of the area and the status of each periodic market. 

Periodic market allows clans or communities to trade on those commodities 

in which they have absolute advantage in a fixed location and in return, 

purchase those items which are needed but not produced within their 

geographical confine. This is to say that every periodic market has its 

dominant products which usually reflect the economic geography of the 

people (Ikoro, 2007;84). One major feature of periodic market is that it 

allows for easy bulk buying and selling. 

 

Development of Periodic Markets in Ikwerre 

The origin and persistence of periodic market is usually explained in terms 

of the needs of the producers, the traditional organization of time, and 

comparative advantage. No society is self sufficient and in human history, 

the quest for self sufficiency has always persisted including those of the 

food crop producing Ikwerre communities. Ecological variations have 

always provided a natural patterning or mechanism thereby necessitating 

specialization which enables individuals in the region to exchange goods 

they produced for those they lacked. 

 The Ikwerre people are predominantly farmers who produce varieties of 

farm and diary products such as yams, cocoyams, cassava, plantains, 

banana, maize, melon and vegetables like fluted-pumpkin and Okro. They 

are also known for the production of palm oil, coconut, oranges, pawpaw, 
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sugar cane, kola nut and pineapples (Amadi, 2010:109). The surplus 

products of the various Ikwerre communities were exchanged with the 

products they lacked. In this situation, their Kalabari neighbours became 

their source of sea foods to supplement their dietary. Thus, the need to 

exchange what they have with those they lacked led to the emergence of 

market centres in the various Ikwerre communities located along the bank 

of New Calabar river.  

Scholars such as Afigbo (1987:40), Dike (1956:41-42), Dakolo and Gabriel 

(1995:23) and Amadi (2003:13-17) have noted that there were viable markets 

located in strategic areas within the Ikwerre zone which promoted trade 

over short and long distances. This view indicates that for long, there have 

been established markets in Ikwerre land. Prominent among these markets 

were Ahia-Nkwo and Ahia-Isiodu in Emohua, Ahia-Eke in Ogbodo 

Isiokpo, Ahia-Nkwo in Aluu, Ahia Agba-Ndele, Ahia-Ibaa, Ahia-Choba, 

Ahia-Rumuoparali, Ahia-Akamini in Ogbogoro, Ahia- Iwofe, in 

Rumuolumeni, Ahia-Ohayi in Ogbakiri,  Ahia-Odogo in Rumuodogo, 

Ahia-Rebisi and Ahia-Oroworukwo in Diobu. There were also other 

periodic market centres that were located outside the water front of the 

New Calabar River but remained prominent as exchange and distributive 

centres. These include Elele market, Igwuruta market, Ozuoba market, 

Rukpokwu market, Eneka market, Rumyuobiakani market, Omagwa 

market, Omademe market, Omerelu market and several others just to 

mention a few. These markets were and are still of great importance to the 

people of Ikwerre and her Kalabari and Igbo neighbours 

The communities of Kalabari such as Tombia, Abonnema, Buguma, 

Bakana, Bukuma, Ifoko, Bille, Angulama, Okirika and Bornny remained the 

major trading partners of the Ikwerre people. Apart from the Delta 

communities, the Ikwerre northern neighbours of Igbo communities such 

as Nkwere, Ohaji, Egbema, Mbaise, Orlu, Okigwe, Arochuku, Obowu, 

Umuakanne, Awara, Obiti, Umunkwo and Amaraku also formed bulk of 

the traders. The intricate web of trading relationship between the Ikwerre 

and their neighbours, both north and south, arising from her frontier 
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position in South-Eastern Nigeria, draws one closer, to appreciate the role 

of periodic markets in the maintenance of a balance in her intergroup 

relations. 

 

Organization of Ikwerre Periodic Market 

Different lengths of market intervals have been identified ranging from four 

to eight day interval. But the eight day interval, seems to be a very common 

phenomenon. When new markets are established in areas which already 

have existing market, a new day is assigned to the new ones in a way that 

the maximum temporal distance must be given. In such a case, depending 

on the volume of trade, one of them must be major while the other will be 

minor market day. The market-less days were usually utilized by both 

traders and producers to prepare themselves towards the market days. 

 As earlier noted, the Kalabari and okirika trading partners supply wide 

species of fish, periwinkles, oyster, mudskipper, crayfish, prawn, crab, and 

other sea foods. The riverine traders also supply a specie of thatch roofing 

mat for mud houses (Amadi, 2010:114). The sea food were exchanged with 

the farm products of Ikwerre people. 

The scope, volume and intensity of trading activities between the coastal 

cities of Kalabari, Okirika and Bonny, and their hinterland counterparts of 

Ikwerre increased during the contact period. The first was the trans-

Atlantic slave trade of 15th and 16th centuries and then followed by the era 

of legitimate trade or palm oil products (Amadi, 2003:15-16). During the era 

of slave trade, the periodic markets were used as centres for the exchange 

of slaves. These slaves were supplied mainly by the Aro traders to their 

Ikwerere partners who in turn, pass them to the coastal middle men. The 

Kalabari, Okirika and Bonny gave the Ikwerre traders in return imported 

exotic wares such as umbrella, Jewelry, trinkets, coral beads, shoes, salt, 

velvetins, necklaces and expensive clothes like “George” materials. Thus, 

both in the slave trade and palm  oil trade periods, the periodic markets in 

Ikwerre land remained the collecting centres of both slaves and palm oil 

products. As noted by Talbot (1936:6) the principal slave ports of Ikwerre 
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land were Isiokpo, Aluu and Ndele on the upper new Calabar river and 

sombreiro river. 

During the second world war when Abonnema became important for palm 

produce trade, Ikwerre traders made fortunes by transporting large 

quantities of palm produce to Abonnema for sale to the United Africa 

Company. The palm oil produce were collected through the various 

periodic markets centres and  then distributed to the various delta ports  

(Wosa, 1976:17-18). Owing to the strategic geographical location of 

Ikwerreland, which lay within the Niger Delta hinterland, trade routes 

traversed the area from the coastal region to the far hinterland. Thus, the 

various periodic markets in Akpabu, Rumuekpe, Ndele, Rumuodogo, 

Emohua, Ogbakiri, Ibaa, Rumuji, Omuoko-Aluu, Isiokpo, Choba, 

Rumuoparali, Ogbogoro, Rumuolumini, Rumueme and Rebisi were criss-

crossed by this trade routes. Igbo traders from Arochukwu, Mbano, 

Okigwe and Ohaji were said to have usually arrived at Omuoko market 

called Ahia-Nkwo two or three days before the actual market day. This was 

also the same case with the Bonny, Okrika and Kalabari traders. 

Preliminary exchange of products was usually conducted amongst early 

arrivals before the main market day. 

 

Ikwerre-Kalabari Relations  

In Ikwerre-Kalabari intergroup relations, trade has remained the basic 

foundation upon which every other aspect of relations were built. As I have 

earlier explained in this work, the Kalabari traders were the major trading 

partners of Ikwerre people. In the various periodic markets located in 

different Ikwerre communities, the Kalabari and Okrika were the sole 

supplier of sea foods and European manufactures. The middle men 

position which they occupied during the slave trade and legitimate trade 

era facilitated their closeness to Ikwerre neighbours who, as their 

immediate hinterland neighbours  supplied them with the needed 

products. This commercial link thus established special relationship 

between the Kalabari and Ikwerre communities of Rumueme, Rebisi, 
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Rumuolimini, Ogbogoro, Choba, Omuoko-Aluu, Isiokpo, Ogbakiri, Ibaa, 

Isiodu-Emohua, Rumuodogo, Ndele and Rumuekpe (Amadi, 2013:16). 

For the Okrika people, there had existed an age-long trading rapport with 

the Diobu-Rebisi communities as well as the Evo communities of 

Rumuokwurusi, Oginigba, Woji and Elelenwo. The Okrika controlled the 

European trade that passed the south- eastern part of Ikwerreland to the 

major hinterland markets. These communities of Ikwerre obtained the delta 

products as well as the European goods, especially, the exotic wares such 

as umbrella, jewelry, expensive clothings, which they exchanged for slaves, 

yams, cassava, palm oil and other raw materials. However, it must be 

emphasized that these economic relations which existed between Ikwerre 

and Kalabari varied from one Ikwerre community to the other. Some 

developed a stronger and tighter relations with the people of Kalabari while 

in some communities, it was less developed. In this situation proximity 

accounted for such disparity. For instance, the Ogbakiri, Rumuodogo, 

Rumuekpe, Nkpo of Rumuolumeni and Rebisi who share boundary with 

the Buguma, Tombia, Bukoma, Abonnema, Bakana and Okrika 

communities had a stronger relations than the communities in the far 

hinterlands. 

Apart from trade relations, other aspects of relations also existed between 

the two ethnic nationalities. Prominent among these relations was 

marriage. Marriage provided the bond of cordial relationship between the 

Ikwerre communities and Kalabari. The Kalabari’s early contact with the 

European merchants won for them an avowed recognition as they were 

seen as  “the whites of the hinterland” (Wobasi, 1975:10, Tasie, 1999:6). The 

amount and quality of goods which passed through the Kalabari merchants 

to the Ikwerre hinterland communities remained a testimony of this high 

regard. Coral beads which were highly priced were bought from the 

Buguma , Abonnema and Okrika merchants by the Ikwerre chiefs and 

wealthy families. The coral beads were used by the chiefs to adorn their 

robes and royal family members. The women  from wealthy families used 

the beads as necklaces and  bangles. However, these coral beads that were 
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highly valued by the Ikwerre people were common in Kalabari land. Thus, 

in Ikwerre land there is a common proverb that “a visitor does not pride 

himself with coral beads in Kalabari land”. 

The commonness of these coral beads in the riverine communities depicted 

them as wealthy people, hence some notables in Ikwerre established social 

links with their Kalabari and Okrika neighbours by giving out their 

daughters for marriage into Kalabari families. Initially, this marriage was 

one-sided as the Kalabari merchants married Ikwerre women without the 

Ikwerre men reciprocating. This attitude of the Ikwerre men was as a result 

of their misconception of the Kalabari women whom they felt could not 

perform farm work. Another reason was that  they saw the Kalabari women 

as people who could not be patient in marriage. But this perception, 

radically changed from 18th and 19th centuries as many Ikwerre trade 

merchants and communities became more involved in the European trade 

on cash crops and their subsequent participation in colonial administration. 

In Isiokpo community of Ikwerre, fruitful marriage links between its 

inhabitants and the Abonnema community of Kalabari was responsible for 

the social integration existing between the two communities as exemplified 

by Chief Wenike Briggs and Sunday A.J. Wachukwu kindred in Abonnema 

and Ogbodo-Isiokpo; and Chief Marcus Tasie of Nkarahia Isiokpo 

connection with the Odum Barboy war-canoe house of Bakana through 

Mrs. Virginia Alabo Furo, the mother of Prof. G.O.M. Tasie. In Omuoko-

Aluu community, there also exist a kindred link between the Nwora family 

and the Engr. B.J. Samuel Horsfall’s family of Buguma town. 

Another form of social relations was through cultural dances. Several 

Ikwerre communities such as Emohua, Ogbakiri, Akpor, Isiokpo, Aluu, 

Ndele, Rumuekpe, Rumuodogo, Ibaa and Diobu took active interest in 

Kalabari masquerade dances. These masquerade dances included Ebukele,  

Epafelabo, Owuama, Okii, Arungu, Owengbe, etc. In order to effectively 

display these cultural dances, contacts were usually made by interested 

communities to the Kalabari or Okrika houses to teach them the drumming 

pattern and the dancing techniques and steps. The learning period 



Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                                                               www.ichekejournal.com 
 

Periodic Markets and Intergroup Relations             458 

sometimes took them one or two years to master the art before they were 

launched out during the new year. The launching of the cultural dances 

were usually merry-making occasion in which friends and relations were 

invited. In Ogbakiri, the Ojisilem cultural society and the Piria-ngala 

cultural dance were noted for the strong cultural links they created between 

Ogbakiri and Tombia communities of Ikwerre and Kalabari respectively. 

Not only masquerade, dances, wrestling festivals also strengthened 

Ikwerre-Kalabari relations. The Ikwerre communities of Aluu, Isiokpo, 

Ndele, Emohua, Ogbakiri, Rumuodogo, Ogbogoro, Rumuolumeni and 

Rebisi often engaged the Buguma, Tombia, Abonnema, Bakana, Bukuma of 

Kalabari in wrestling contest. Its display was a carnival as both ethnic 

nationalities used the occasion to showcase their wrestling talents. 

Another area in which the periodic market centres in Ikwerre created and 

cemented Ikwerre-Kalabari relations was in the aspect of linguistics. Both 

Ikwerre and Kalabari languages were languages of trade. Traders from both 

ethnic groups strived to speak and understand each other’s language in 

order to eliminate language difficulty in their trading transaction. The 

traders developed great ability to speak the Kalabari language as it signified 

elitism, social refinement or sophistication (Amadi, 2010:192). Thus, the 

mastery of the language became a passport for ready acceptance and free 

association with the Kalabari whose home was regarded as the nursery bed 

of civilization (Wobasi, 1976:19). In fact, the degree of this linguistic 

knowledge of Kalabari language amongst Ikwerre traders  led to the 

incorporation of some Kalabari names of objects into Ikwerre language. 

Such names of objects include “Ngaji” (spoon), “Tonji” (Lamp); and names 

of persons such as Amakiri, Dawari, Wariboko, Iyalla, Kalagbo, Jim, Briggs 

etc. 

Mention must also be made of warfare in Ikwerre-Kalabari inter group 

relations. The frontier nature of Ikwerreland exposed the people to inter-

ethnic rivalries. As noted in this work, Isiokpo, Aluu, Ndele, Rumuekpe, 

and Rumuodogo were notable slave trade centres located in the upper new 

Calabar and sombreiro rivers. Realizing the fact that the coastal city states 
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of Bonny, Kalabari Andoni and Okrika were engaged in intense rivalries in 

other to monopolize the gains of both the slave trade and legitimate trade, 

they used their trading relations with the Ikwerre to turn tables against their 

rivalries (Amadi, 2003:9). Most time, the Kalabari won the support of their 

Ikwerre trading partners to launch war against their other riverine 

communities. Apart from supporting the Kalabari Neghbours, many 

Ikwerre communities acquired canoes and other important weapons of war 

from the Kalabari traders. These canoes were also used for firing during the 

burial ceremony of Chiefs and some important personalities. 

 

Conclusion  

The people of Ikwerre had maintained a quality cordial relations with 

Klabari communities ranging from trade, marriage, cultural dance, 

festivals, language and warfare. This social relations has over the years 

flourished without negative impact on both ethnic groups. Recently 

however, the prevalent cult activities experienced in both Kalabari and 

Ikwerre communities and city-states tend to reduce the volume of trade and 

its associate social institutions which has for a long time kept a balance in 

their intergroup relations. The Kalabari articles of trade which include fish 

and other sea foods are seriously affected as the fishermen and traders are 

often attacked on the sea and rivers, dispossessing them of their goods. On 

the path of Ikwerre, some of her communities have been deserted because 

of incessant cult clashes. Farmers have fled their homes. Thus, farm 

products are adversely affected. Although, this recent condition has 

become a threat to Ikwerre periodic market centres, the continuous 

operation of these markets has remained undaunted. The cordial social 

relations established between Ikwerre and Kalabari has sustained the 

continuity of their age-long trading transactions. 
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