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Abstract  

The art of weaving among the Igbo of south-eastern Nigeria, is an age-long 

tradition and its origin dates back to pre-colonial times. Akwa-ocha, which is 

the type of traditional fabric produced by the Anioma Delta Igbo of Nigeria has 

been an ancient traditional weaving culture passed on from one generation to 

another. Traditional Akwa-ocha textiles have a central function concerning 

usability and the mentality of the Anioma people. The importance of this textile 

tradition to the lives of Anioma people cannot be overemphasized. Modern 

scientific and technological innovations remain constant threat to this age long 

tradition. This paper seeks to identify and document the weaving materials, 

techniques, motifs production process and cultural significance of this weaving 

tradition before its total extinction.  Appropriate literature of empirical and 

conceptual nature were reviewed in line with the objective of this paper. 

Relevant primary data for the study were solicited from selected weavers from 

Anioma using interviews, photography and observation tools while secondary 

data were obtained from text books, journal and internet sources. The analysis 

of data were done qualitatively. Findings show that textile industry among the 

Anioma people had maintained its doggedness in preservation and practice of 

traditional weaving technique. It is hoped that the result of this study has 
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unreserved capacity to promote and preserve the traditional weaving. The study 

recommends innovation of the weaving technique. 

 

Keywords: Traditional weaving, Akwa-ocha, Motifs, textile, Anioma 

 

Introduction 

Textiles is one of the basic need of man. Its vital side, clothing, makes life 

endurable and without it, human existence would be very uncomfortable. More 

importantly, the textile of a particular ethnic society aids in their identification 

and distinction from other ethnic societies. Thus, the culture of a people is 

partially portrayed through the clothing they put on and/or the textiles they 

produce. Akenoo in Adom and Baah (2016) concurs that aside from textiles 

giving identity to an ethnic society or nation, clothing helps us in understanding 

the beliefs, ideologies, and accepted norms governing the lives of a group of 

people. Textiles also advance and enhance the image of a country. Clothing 

plays a very important role in the development and transmission of any culture 

in the world.  

Among the Igbo of south-eastern Nigeria, the art of weaving is an age-long 

tradition and its origin dates back to pre-colonial times. The pre-colonial Igbo 

plant their cotton, process and spin it into yarn for fabric construction. This fact 

was attested to by the Igbo-ukwu finds which contains several ancient Igbo 

textiles dating back to the 9th century AD (Shaw, 1970). The analysis of the 

specimen suggests that the procedures of such textile fabrics possess a high 

degree of textile weaving skills. Another record of the textile industry in pre-

colonial Igboland appears in The Interesting Narratives of the Life of Olaudah 

Equiano or Gustavus Vassa the African, (Equiano, 1789).  

Thus, the production of Akwa-ocha traditional textile among the Anioma Delta 

Igbo of Nigeria has been an ancient traditional weaving culture. Traditional 

Akwa-ocha textiles have a central function concerning usability and the 

mentality of the Anioma people. The motifs and patterns on the textile reflect 

the traditions, beliefs, and livelihood of the people since ancient times. The 

creativity in motifs and pattern design creates a valuable cultural heritage to 

Anioma people that seriously needs to be preserved and promoted. However, 

there is uneasy that this ancient weaving tradition has almost become moribund 

thereby making the Akwa-ocha weavers seemingly lose patronage, identity, and 
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experience troubled economy and giving way to the western fabrics, production, 

and design.  

The Igbo textile culture began to experience transformation when it came into 

contact with the colonial masters and more significantly the missionaries. Then, 

the open market experienced an influx of diverse textile fabrics resulting from 

Europe's industrial revolution. A typical example was the importation and sale 

of fairly used clothes known as Okrika further corrupted to “bend–down-

boutique” also known to the Yoruba as aso-oyibo (white man cloth) among 

others have a negative impact on the psyche, patronage, and use by a few people 

to the detriment of our cherished indigenous fabrics like Akwa-ocha and Akwete 

to mention but a few. In view of the above, Ntagu (2015) revealed:  

Little did we realize that the British policy in Nigeria from 1886 

was designed to knock down Nigeria's home industries in other 

to guarantee continuing importation of British-made goods to 

Nigeria and other colonies of hers? The above policy during the 

colonial era starting from the time of Lugard was implemented 

in Nigeria to the letter. 

 

The issue of westernization and the declining impetus of the people's cultural 

heritage have constituted great problems and uncertainties to both the 

immediate past and present Igbo societies. These problems have manifested in 

the increasing loss of identity and cultural values, undermining the development 

and sustainability of traditional fabric production, patronage, and usage. There 

is no formal documentation of design motifs, patterns, techniques, and tools. 

The fabric's major utility had manifested in apparel wears mostly for traditional 

occasions. This trend has reduced drastically the marketability of these fabrics 

and consequently, some of the weavers were forced to abandon the job. 

It has also been noticed that most people, particularly the youth, do not see the 

weaving of Akwa-ocha as a viable venture. The weaving technology of Akwa-

ocha was left in the hands of very few elderly people in small clusters of 

weaving communities located in remote cultural areas. There is therefore no 

continuity in the teaching, learning, and transmission of generic skills of this 

precious indigenous weaving technology between the older and the younger 

generations.  
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 “Ogbenye apani” is a slogan in Anioma referring to Akwa-ocha affordability 

which means that the poor cannot incur. Akwa-ocha is typically made for the 

rich. The high cost of production has drastically reduced the marketability of 

this noble textile. 

This study therefore, is hoped to provide an exploration of traditional weaving 

in Anioma Delta Igbo, producing valuable documentation on what is at the 

moment, a dying tradition. 

 

Methodology 

This study was conducted upon immersion in the locality for a period of fifteen 

months, which yielded comprehension about Akwa-ocha weaving and its 

accompanying elements. Extensive qualitative analysis was carried out based 

on ethnographic methods which include participant observation, survey and 

face–to-face interviews. The locus of this study were by a careful selection of 

weavers and key informants. The research commenced through informal talks 

and discussions with people who knows about weaving, in order to obtain a 

basic understanding of what is obtainable in the area about Akwa-ocha and its 

accompaniments. Assertive questions were not asked at the initial stage so that 

the respondents might not feel suspicious or uncomfortable which might make 

them perceive the researcher as distant and intimidating, which could result in 

jeopardizing the chances of any present or potential proximity. 

It in the same line of thought that Sutton J. and Austin Z. (2015) state: 

 The role of the researcher in qualitative research is to attempt 

to access the thoughts and feelings of study participants. This 

is not an easy task, as it involves asking people to talk about 

things that may be very personal to them. Sometimes the 

experiences being explored are fresh in the participant’s mind, 

whereas on other occasions reliving past experiences may be 

difficult. However the data are being collected, a primary 

responsibility of the researcher is to safeguard participants 

and their data.  

 

Some informal methods like meetings were used to build trust which later 

translate into primary research sources. The meetings contributed to the 

development of personal associations and friendship with the community, 
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which in many ways were stronger than those between the weavers themselves. 

The sharing of ancient and contemporary knowledge and heated arguments on 

technicalities, skills and processes of weaving triggered by the researcher, 

contributed to gather substantial tacit knowledge associated with cloth weaving 

in Anioma Delta Igbo. The gathering of data ranges from observing the weavers 

to actual practice by the researcher, from visual imagery to original products, 

physical objects and testimonies: photographs, documentary data and internet 

were all used. 

 

Materials  

Interviews revealed that cotton used for producing cloth by Aniocha weavers 

had been locally grown. An informant, Mr Osagie attest that initially, Anioma 

farmers intercrop cotton with other cultigens until its increasing importance led 

to the designation of separate fields for it. Harvesting of mature cotton bolls was 

by hand-picking and this was also done by women and children. It is a 

combination of male and female endeavours in some ways. It is a combination 

of male and female efforts in the sense that the males go to plant the cotton and 

do the harvesting. Then, in the evening, you see the women trying to filter the 

cotton.  

One of the respondents, Mrs. Amaka Okolie said: 

It is now that some of these things are so modernised that you 

can go to the market and buy cottons in rims. Otherwise, it 

starts from the planting and eventual harvesting of the cotton 

buds .And trying to dry them and treat them in such a way that 

you have a roll of cottons, they have a way of turning them 

round and they become a string and become a roll over time.  

But the process is very laborious and time-consuming 

(personal communication, June 6, 2021) 

 

Anyakoha and Eluwa in Ligom (2017) posit that, “the duration for a full life 

cycle of the cotton plant is between four to five months. It is an annual plant 

and is harvested before the onset of the harmattan (November to December)”. 

The first stage of preparing cotton thread was ginning which primarily involved 

processing the cotton bolls. Among the Anioma people, this was traditionally 

done by manually picking out the seeds, or by rolling an iron rod over the cotton 
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bolls to squeeze out the seeds. After the seeds had been removed, the cotton 

wool was then combed to align it in the same direction for spinning. The 

spinning of cotton yarn was highly time consuming as yarn spun for ten days 

could be completely used up for weaving in only two days. As observed by Ada 

(2006), that spinning is usually carried out manually in other Nigerian 

traditional societies. After the seeds have been removed, the raw cotton fibres 

were pulled out from the rest and placed on top of broom which is held in one 

hand or slanting position, while the other hand is used to hit the lower part of 

the broom enough to allow the unwanted short fibres fly away, leaving behind 

the long fibres for spinning. This exercise is called carding (wikipaedia) 

Most weavers interviewed said that the yarns were usually purchased at market. 

They claimed that industrial processed yarns were purchased in low quantity 

due to high cost of the material. Although the machine spun yarns make their 

work easier and faster, the locally spun cotton yarns are sized with either corn 

flour meal or cassava meal. The corn flour meal was always prepared in watery 

form while the cassava meal was later made watery by pouring some quantity 

of water on it when the yarns were to be sized. The yarns (still in hanks) were 

deeped into either the cassava meal solution or the corn flour meal for about 10 

minutes. They were then removed, squeezed and hanged to dry on a bamboo 

stick. Similar treatment of rewinding some hanks or spools was carried out to 

give the warps enough strength to withstand the tension pull during the weaving 

operation. 

 

Weaving Equipment 

During the survey of this research which was done in various weaving centres 

in Anioma, it was observed that the weaving of Akwa-ocha is executed on the 

vertical loom. This vertical loom varies in size. It is of a simple design 

constructed with wooden materials see plate 1. The loom basically has two main 

parts called Nsu and Nkpokor. Nsu is the vertical props which hold the 

crossbeam in position, while Nkpokor is the crossbeams, which carry the warp 

yarns. The Nsu are placed parallel to one another, before being nailed against 

the wall at the top or dug into the ground at the bottom. The space between them 

is 1.5 meters. The Nkpokor is fastened with a rope and base of the Nsu 

respectively. They can be unfastened and folded up when the weaver is not at 

work as shown in plate 2. There is no definite measurement for spacing the 

Nkpokor, because their space is often determined by the length of the cloth to 

be woven. 
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Plate 1: Akwa-ocha Traditional Loom (Nsu).       Plate 2: Folded (Nsu) loom 

Source: photograph by the researcher                      Source: Photograph by the Researcher 

Year: 2019                                                                    Year: 2019 

 

Other accessories shown in plate 3 and their functions are: 

i. Ogbo- used for measuring and designing the warp yarn. 

ii. Apiripa- (beater) used to position the weft yarn into the web.  

iii. Ute – used to support the heddles. 

iv. Osikpu- the sticks used to separate the sheds. 

v. Affia- the heddles that hold the warp yarns. 

 

Plate 3: Loom accessories  

Source: Photograph by the researcher                      

Year: 2019                                                                     

 

Warping 

The warping process called okwukwo is 

achieved with the aid of a standard measure 

called ogbo, the amount of warp required 

for a particular length of cloth is calculated 

on ogbo. It is a straight wood with long pegs 

projecting from both ends. The warp threads 
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are wound round the two pegs to form hanks of definite lengths. A number of 

these hanks when they are dried are assembled first at the right end of the ogbo. 

That end of the warp beam is then withdrawn from the cords that join it to the 

right upright post so that the looks of the warps threads are pushed into position 

at the end of the warp beam is returned once more to its position. 

 

Loom Dressing  

Observation of loom dressing revealed that the right end of the lower beam 

(cloth beam) is withdrawn from the twist in the warping rope on which it is 

suspended and then is passed right through the row of hanks of the warp threads. 

Hanging from the upper beam so that the cloth beam is now suspended by these 

hanks. At this stage, the weavers using both hands rotate each loop which 

contains several single threads, by tugging it vigorously up and down round the 

warp and cloth beams. By this technique, the excess starch binding together 

some of the threads are rubbed off, thereby freeing the threads. With the help of 

an assistant, the lower beam is pressed downwards at both ends until the warp 

threads are sufficiently tensioned. The lower beam is then lashed firmly into the 

upright post. Two long flat blades of raffia stick or any other stick are introduced 

from the left hand side of the loom being held in position by the warping rope. 

These are the lease rode (mbube) each lease rode is threaded over and under 

alternate warp thread throughout the width of the entire warp thus separating 

the warp into two sets, the odds and even threads, each lease rod carrying warp 

threads of one of the two basic sheds. The shed rod that is: the shedding stick 

(mgbele) is inserted then followed by the heddle rods (afia). 

 

Cloth Weaving 

Interlacement of eriri ikwo-akwa (warp yarn) and eriri-okpa (weft yarn) result 

to Akwa-ocha fabric (see plate 4). Patterning is by inlay technique in which the 

patterns are clearly visible only on the right side of the cloth. Extra wefts are 

introduced from separate bobbins to produce those parts on the cloth. In doing 

so, a type of flat narrow blunt knife or stick about sixteen centimeter long is 

used in beating-in such introduced extra weft which does not run all the way 

across the width of the warp. Like other contemporary cloth weavers, the 

patterns are given distinct names. These patterns are derived not only from local 

motifs but also from external influences. The local motifs are drawn from 
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domestic and other familiar objects and symbols which determines the names 

of the pattern. 

 

 
Plate 4: Ikwo-akwa (weaving) by the researcher. 

Source: Kingjoe photos, 2020 

 

Design Motifs 

The designs/motifs on Akwa-ocha are unique and simple. In making motifs on 

Akwa-ocha, the weavers’ perception of all aspect of life and nature as well as 

ideas and objects that are held to be particularly important and representative of 

Anioma culture, are translated into visuals. The motifs come in simple forms 

like triangle, square, rectangles and rhombus, among other basic shapes. These 

motifs are manipulated adeptly to arrive at some organic and non-organic form 

such as Nkpulo-obi (heart) and kpakpando (star), which are intricately laid on 

the cloth. Some designs on Akwa-Ocha are either zoomorphic or 

anthropomorphic. The zoomorphic design may highlight a part of the animal 

body, or the movement of a particular animal while anthropomorphic designs 

may highlight a part of human body. Some domestic or essential household 
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objective that serve certain function in the  home, such as Akangweose (grinding 

pestle) Nma (Knife) Nha (comb), are used to convey messages, either through 

writing or representational imagery. Ceremonies involving historical events are 

also sources of design/motif on Akwa-ocha.  

 
Figure: Akwa-ocha  Design Motifs 

Source: https//docplayer.net 

 

MOTIFS NAMES 

1. Kpakpando: Star  

2. Akangweose: Pestle 

3. Nkpulu-Ego or Ego-Ayolo: Cowrie  

4. lje-Agwo: snake movement 

5. Enyi: Elephant  

6. Ejekom-be--loya: Going to the lawyer’s house 

7. Ukoti: small metal knife  

8. Mma-Eku: local knife 

9. Ukwu-Efi: Cow leg  

10. Ayolo-Eke: Python’s Skin 

11. Okwa-Oji: Kola nut bowl  

12. Nha or Nsha: Comb 

13. Ugba-Afa: divination tray  

14. Obo-Aka: Palm of the hand 

15. Nkpopu: holes  

16. Osikapa na Akpaka: rice and beans 

17. Nkpulu-Obi: Physical heart  

18. Ubor: Thumb piano 

19. Step  
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20. Ukwu Onogbo or Ukwu-pussu: Pussy cat leg 

21. Sugar  

22. Akala: Line 

23. Mkpa: Scissors  

24. Okoloto: Flag 

25. Carpet.  

26. Agiliga 

27. Ogwu Azu: Fish Bone  

28. Aziza: Broom 

29. lsiOji: Head of Kola-Nut  

30. Okala-lsi-Oji: Half segment of Kola-Nut 

31. Akwukwo Akpu: Cassava leaf  

32. Ifufu or Ototo: Flower 

Source: https//docplayer.net 

 

Cultural significance of Akwa-ocha traditional textiles 

The Akwa-ocha of the Aniocha and Oshimili people of Delta and Anambra 

States respectively symbolizes a core aspect of their culture. Akwa-ocha 

literarily translates as white cloth; its white color gives the wearer a pure, 

graceful and dignifying appearance. This noble material was indispensable to 

the Aniocha people.  

 

Akwa-ocha covers all the textile requirement of Aniocha people.  

In the word of Osuyi (2019), “Akwa Ocha, the popular hand-woven cloth, is 

peculiar to the people of Anioma (Delta North senatorial district) of Delta State, 

which has three sub-constituencies of Aniocha/Oshimili, Ika and Ndokwa. The 

area is the Igbo-speaking part of the state”. Asabor (2020) concur by saying that 

Akwa-Ocha, which literally means white cloth, is basically an indigenous hand-

woven cloth that is produced by the Aniocha people of Delta state. 

Osuyi affirms that it is a ceremonial material that is not worn every day. He 

went further to point out that it is the opinion of many that the people of Ubulu-

Uku in Aniocha South Local Government Area started it. Ubulu-Uku is one of 

the several communities in Aniocha/Oshimili constituency, otherwise referred 

to as Enuani people, and the community is believed to have started producing 

Akwa Ocha after processing harvested cotton, which was widely cultivated in 

the area. In agreement with this, Isabor (2020) reiterate by saying: 
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Akwa-Ocha, which literally means white cloth, is basically an 

indigenous hand-woven cloth that is produced by the Aniocha 

people of Delta state. The cloth which contains surface 

decorative motifs and symbols is used for various festive 

occasions among the people. Akwa-Ocha motifs and symbols 

and their functions reveal the people’s history, religion, and 

social behaviours. 

 

Akwa-ocha is more than a clothing item; it is a visual representation of history 

philosophy, ethics, oral literature and beliefs. M.C. Okoye (personal 

communication April, 21 2019) described it as “Pride of the Anioma People”. 

 Akwa- ocha is very popular in Anambra, especially among titled men and 

women. It is regarded as a symbol of purity and dignity. Most men with the 

revered Agbalanze title of Nze n’ Ozo wear Akwa-ocha while women with the 

Odu title also adore the fabric to complement with their traditional statuses 

(Daily Independent). 

Okeke in Nwosu, (2013) observed that Anioma which forms a distinct group of 

the Igbo have their own recognizable cultural values, patterns and dressing. In 

fact, their culture appears to be less eroded by western influence than in many 

other parts of Igboland.   

The Akwa-ocha of the Aniocha and Oshimili is pure, graceful and dignifying. 

Generally, white is the predominant color. The production of Akwa-ocha has 

been a very ancient traditional vocation passed from one generation to another 

among the Aniocha and Oshimili people of Delta State. It is the people’s cultural 

heritage and identity.    

 

 
Plate 5: Akwa-ocha samples 

Source: Photo by the researcher, 2019  
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Akwa-ocha pattern for both men and women are the same but the dress code is 

different. Women dress in a two-piece wrapper with or without a blouse. When 

worn without a blouse, the first piece is wrapped around the waist so that it 

drapes down to the ankles. The two ends of the upper selvedge are tied firmly 

together into a knot at the back of the waist line. See plate. The second piece is 

wrapped around the body so that the upper selvedge of the material reaches 

above the breast and passes beneath the armpits (plate 5). The two ends are then 

knotted firmly at the back of the chest so that the rest of the cloth drapes over 

the first piece. When worn with a blouse, the second piece of Akwa-ocha is 

made to stop just below the weaver’s breast, wrapped over the blouse and 

knotted firmly at the back. In some cases, the bare shoulders and neck are 

covered by rich beaded necklaces as shown in plate.  

 

Plate 6: The researcher dressed 

in Ojije na Ntukwasi with 

beaded accessories. 

Photo: By Jude Photos Ubulu-

uku, 2016. 

 

For men, three single panels of 

Akwa-ocha are joined selvedge 

to selvedge to form a large 

wrapper which the men wear 

toga-fashioned with or without 

a matching top and can as well 

be worn as shown in plate 7 and 

8. Factors that determine the 

type and use of this traditional 

Akwa ocha include age and 

gender.  Children for instance, 

tie one narrow piece of Akwa 

ocha round the waist.  This 

small cloth is called mpe. The 

youths dress in a similar way as 

the adults, the difference 
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perhaps being in the volume of cloth used.  Apart from the mpe the Akwa ocha 

cloths are produced in single pieces, one piece at a time.  Each piece measures 

about 77 cm wide by 2 m long and is called ofu ibe, which means ‘one length 

of cloth’.  Two pieces of cloths joined or sewn together are called “ibe-nabi”, 

while three pieces joined together are called ibe-ato. There are differences in 

number of ikpokpo (step) found on them. Ikpokpo means the knotted loose edge 

of the cloth that forms fringes. The art of ikpokpo is called igbaisi-akwa. This 

is done for aesthetic purpose. Ofu-ibe akwa for a male child has ofu-ikpokpo 

(one step) while that of a female counterpart has ofu-ikpokpo or ikpokpo-nabi 

(one or two steps). 

Young and unmarried women require one “ibe-nabi” for a wrapper, locally 

called akwa ojije.  This is wrapped around the body so that it covers from the 

waist to the ankles.  Another “ibe-na-bo” is wrapped around the trunk to pass 

under the armpits and reach above the breasts to conceal them with the rest of 

the cloth failing over the first wrapper.  This pair of wrappers, one on top of the 

other tied in the manner described above, is locally called “ojije na ntukwasi”.  

This is the mode of formal dressing for young women in Aniocha. Usually the 

bare shoulders and neck are covered by rich beaded necklaces (see plate 6).  

 

Plate 7: Titled Anioma man and the 

researcher 

Source: Photo by Kingjoe, 2020. 

For the young men one ibe-nabi is 

required for the wrapper which is 

tied in a similar way to that of the 

women as shown in plate 8.  Men 

and women also use ibe-akwa-ato. 

The men’s wrapper has ikpokpo-

nabi or ikpokpo-ato while the 

women’s wrapper has extra one or 

two. For men, the cloth is wrapped 

round his upper region in such a 

manner that the cloth passes under 

one of the armpits and the two ends 

are gathered in position over the 
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opposite shoulder, like a toga.  These days it is common to see some people 

wearing singlet or shirt as part of the attire.  This idea is borrowed and should 

not be regarded as the traditional Aniocha mode of dressing says Assagie 

(personal communication, July 17, 2019).   

The traditional Akwa ocha, worn in the customary manner as described above, 

are compulsorily used on all traditional occasions.  Typical of such occasions is 

the performance burial rites, title taking, and priestly office. 

Besides the selected traditional customs mentioned above, there are several 

other social events and functions in Aniocha in which this white cloth features.  

Such events include all the seasonal festivals like the Iwu festival and New Yam 

festival in which holders of priestly offices dressed in their Akwa ocha regalia, 

performed various sacrifices to usher in the season. 

In short, the importance of Akwa-ocha in the cultural life of Aniocha Igbo, 

exemplified by the versatile use made of the cloth, cannot be overemphasized.  

The fact that this popularly used cloth is produced by the people will add to its 

continued presence, at least in their cultural events. 

 

Conclusion 

From this study, it is established that Aniocha Igbo of Delta State of Nigeria is 

rich in textile weaving tradition that has a central function concerning usability 

and the mentality of the Anioma people. The motifs and patterns on the textile 

reflect the traditions, beliefs, and livelihood of the people since ancient times. 

The indigenous textile industry, had maintained it doggedness in preservation 

of the weaving equipment. Up to date, nsu (the loom) with its accessories still 

remains the major equipment used for the production of Akwa-ocha fabric. No 

modification has been done on this weaving equipment among the Aniocha 

people. 
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