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Abstract 
In several annals and reckonings, the missionary 

enterprise of Mary Mitchell Slessor of the 

Presbyterian Christian genre from Scotland in 

Ibibioland has been severally canvassed. Mary 

Slessor arrived Old Calabar area whicha sizeable 

chunk of Ibibioland was apart of in 1876. Her basic 

missionary activities in the area included the 

preaching of the gospel of Christ, stoppage of the 

killing of twins and ostracism of their mothers from 

their immediate communities as well as the 

punctuation of heinous practices such as burying 

deceased chiefs with their living human retinues in 

the area. At the instance of the British imperial 

government in Ibibioland, Mary Slessor served as a 

magistrate and was also appointed a Vice-Consul. 

Consequent upon these, her tour of duty saw the 

conquest and subjugation of a large chunk of 

Ibibioland. As gleaned from secondary source 

materials, this paper contends that the circumstances 

of Mary’s birth and growth vicissitudes naturally 

navigated her to latch on to the vistas of missionary 

enterprise which par adventure opened up more 

economic opportunities to her. The point to note is 

that her undertakings in Ibibioland had the character 

and shape of economic aggrandizement rather than 

the much touted, missionary garb between 1876 and 

1915. 

Keywords: Ibibioland, missionary enterprise and 

economic aggrandizement.  

 

I. Introduction 
Across the length and breadth of 

Ibibioland, “an area of land in the extreme 

southeastern corner of Nigeria” with is people 

constituting “the fourth largest ethnic group in 

Nigeria”
1
 and elsewhere, the story of the 

                                                           
1
For more information on the geographical land 

mass of the Ibibio people, see Edet A. Udo, Who are 

humanitarian cum missionary enterprise of Mary 

Mitchell Slessor has been told, read and studied 

from the second half of the twentieth century till 

present. Receptive audiences have ranged from 

children at moonlight tale sessions, at Sunday 

schools in various churches, to sophisticated 

audiences in public life and in the academia. 

Indeed, Mary, one of the pioneer 

missionaries of the Presbyterian mould was noted 

for her effort at stopping the killing of twins and 

their mothers as well as other “fetish” cultural 

practices in Ibibioland. Typically, the killing of twin 

children and their mothers was quite rife in the 

Ibibio area proper where she worked and in 

Efikland, a sub-group of the Ibibio. This practice 

caught the attention of many writers, notable among 

whom was Dorathy Talbot in her epic publication 

titled Woman‘s Mysteries of a Primitive 

People.
2
Again, Mary Slessor was noted for the 

stoppage of other heinous cultural practices such as 

slave raids, and the killing of retinues and wives of 

deceased chiefs who were expected to attend to 

them in life hereafter.
3
 

In 1892, she was appointed a Vice-Consul 

by Major (later Sir) Claude Maxwell Macdonald, 

the substantive Consul-General, to oversee the 

fortunes of British imperialism in the Niger Coast 

Protectorate, and this, she is said to have done in a 

                                                                                     
the Ibibio? (Onitsha: Africana-Fep Publishers Ltd., 

1983), pp.1-2. 
2
For a detailed account, see D. A. Talbot, Woman‘s 

Mysteries of a Primitive People (London: Frank 

Cass & Co. Ltd., 1968); James Buchan, The 

Expendable Mary Slessor (Edinburg: The Saint 

Andrew Press, 1980), pp.143-144. 
3
A. J. Bueltmann, White Queen of the Cannibals: 

The Story of Mary Slessor of Calabar (US: Moody 

Press, 1924), pp. 66-107. 
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rather “disinterested”manner.
4
Yet, she conducted 

herself with “queenly” dignity following the 

appointment.
5
 Her term of reference was essentially 

to protect British nationals and by extension, British 

trade in her area ofjurisdiction, namely, the 

adjoining territories on both sides of the Cross 

River, a sizable chunk of which wasand still is in 

Ibibioland. This state of affairs had tremendous 

impact on the exploitation of economic resources of 

the area. Mary Slessor was a missionary par 

excellence, yet, she was also in Ibibioland to 

ameliorate her personal fortunes and advance British 

economic interest in the area.  

 

Theoretical Paradigm of Analysis 

A theory is a modular construct of ideas, 

assumptions, facts and propositions. It is usually 

deployed to present, explain and justify events, 

issues and developments. For purposes of 

ventilation, this paper deploys two theoretical 

paradigms to advance its discourse. These theories 

relate to Human Needs and Poverty.  

The mainstay of the Human Needs theory 

has it that human beings, both individually and 

collectively, have basic needs which they long for 

and desire to fulfil. These needs have “physical, 

psychological, social and spiritual” undertones.
6
 

However, the foremost of them include food, 

clothing and shelter. To be sure, the primacy of food 

has been severally canvassed as constituting a basic 

need of living beings including humans.
7
 

Poverty is the second strand of the 

theoretical paradigm of this paper. The 

conceptualization of poverty is by and large 

amorphous as it mutates with time and space. Be 

that as it may, it is arguably identified under three 

categories namely, absolute, relative and subjective 

poverty. Absolute poverty implies paucity of food, 

clothing, shelter and other basic necessities. Relative 

                                                           
4
Many accounts portray Mary Mitchell Slessor as 

having been concerned with missionary work alone. 

This is not true on account of the thrust of this 

paper. 
5
W. P. Livingstone, Mary Slessor: The White Queen 

of the Calabar-A True Story of Adventure, Heroism 

and Faith (Kaduna: Clarion Call Publishers, 2007), 

p.96. 
6
Stephen Faleti, “Theories of Social Conflict” in 

Shedrack Gaya Best (ed.) Introduction to Peace and 

Conflict Studies in West Africa (Ibadan: Spectrum 

Book Ltd., 2009), pp. 51-53. 
7
Ini Etuk “The Origins of Hunger in Africa” in Ibom 

Journal of History and International Studies, Vol. 

14, No.1, June 2012, pp. 1-20.  

poverty has to do with comparison of standards and 

forms with other conditions and places
8
 while 

subjective poverty according to Michael 

Haralambos and Robin Heald relates to feelings of 

personal and collective perception that one is poor.
9
 

In any event, the basic profile and 

conditions of poverty are not lost to an ordinary 

person on the street who barely ekes out a living and 

barely survives. Mary Mitchel Slessor was also 

conscious of, and indeed, experienced these 

debilitating condition of affairs.  

 

Birth and Early Life 

Later known variously in Ibibioland as Eka 

Kpukpru Owo (Everyone’s Mother), Afia 

Obonganwan Mbakara (White Queen), Eka Mme 

Amana Mba (Mother of Twins), Mma Akamba (Big 

Woman), Obonganwan Okoyong (Queen of 

Okoyong), Adiaha Mbakara (First Daughter of the 

Whites), Slessor, and so on. Mary Mitchell Slessor 

was born the second child in a family of seven 

children to Robert and Mary Slessor at Gilcomston, 

who originally came from the Earldom of Mar and 

Buchan in Aberdeenshire, Scotland. 

Mary Slessor was born on the 2
nd

 day of 

December in 1848 into an indigent family whose 

father eked out a precarious existence from shoe-

making. Her mother was a weaver at a mill who 

dutifully supported her husband, who was 

progressively wrecked by alcoholism, to raise their 

children whom providence had given unto them.
10

 

As could be readily observed, Obonganwan 

Mbakara went through excruciating circumstances 

at infancy. At ten, her family had moved to 

Aberdeen in search for the proverbial greener 

pasture, which by and large, became a mirage. At 

eleven years, she was compelled by harsh economic 

realities to take up half-time employment as a “mill 

lassie” in 1859 in order to make ends meet – 

whichcuriously never met in Britain. This, she had 

to combine with epileptic schooling, bare-footed.
11

 

In 1862, Mary, according to James Buchan in The 

Expendable Mary Slessor,had taken up full 

employment at a weaving mill, apparently to obviate 

crushing hunger which had befallen the family as a 

sequel to her father’s retrenchment from work. 

                                                           
8
Joe Umo, Economics: An African Perspective 

(Lagos: millennium Text Publisher Ltd., 2007), p. 

641. 
9
Michael Haralambos and Robin Heald, Sociology: 

Themes and Perspectives (Slough: University 

Tutorial Press Ltd., 1981), pp. 140 -142. 
10

James Buchan, The Expendable Mary Slessor, p.7. 
11

lbid. 



 

  

International Journal of Humanities Social Science and Management (IJHSSM) 

Volume 4, Issue 1, Jan.-Feb., 2024, pp: 326-334                            www.ijhssm.org                 

                                      

 

 

 

| Impact Factor value 7.52 |                       ISO 9001: 2008 Certified Journal                            Page 328 

When her father died eventually, more 

responsibilities were placed on her laps to support 

her mother and remaining siblings, having alsolost 

her elder brother, Robert.
12

 By this time, as noted by 

W. P. Livingstone, 

Mary was working in a large machine and being 

paid a good wage. But she had to toil very hard for 

it. She rose at five o’clock in the morning, when the 

factory whistle blew, and was in the works by six, 

and, except for two hours off for meals, she was 

very busy at her task until six in the evening. In the 

warm summer days, she did not go home, but 

carried her dinner with her and ate it sitting beside 

the loom.
13

 

 

To be sure, Mma Slessor had a tough if not turbulent 

upbringing given her vicissitudes. The carrying 

capacity of her so-called “good wage” was rendered 

useless because of the enormous family 

commitments which she bore. These, as observed by 

John Hitchcock, her workmate at Calabar, forged 

her into “a forceful personality from the start.”
14

And 

James Buchan adds that, 

It seems hardly likely therefore that Mary changed 

from a ‘wild lassie’ into a pious lassie and then back 

again into a tough aggressive, wise-cracking warrior 

of Calabar fame.
15

 

 

These noted attributes, by and large, prepared her 

for eventual exploits in Ibibioland particularly and 

Africa in general. 

 

Missionary Enterprise in Ibibioland 

Mary and her parents belonged to the United Free 

Church of Scotland, a genre of Calvinism which 

took its rise from the teachings of John Calvin, a 

Frenchman who had taken up residence in Geneva. 

Coming later than other reformations which were 

presaged at the instance of Martin Luther and Ulrich 

Zwingli, Calvinism is said to have “crystallised the 

reformation”
16

by providing a solid 

foundation of the Protestant movement in France, 

Geneva, Scotland and Holland, and a major 

influence in Germany and England, more especially 

                                                           
12

W. P. Livingstone, Mary Slessor: The White 

Queen of the Calabar, p.11. 
13

Ibid, 14. 
14

James Buchan, The Expendable Mary Slessor, 

p.15. 
15

Ibid. 
16

V. H. H. Green, Renaissance and Reformation 

(London: Edward Arnold [Publishers] Ltd. 1977), 

p.166. 

in the colonies which the Puritan settlers founded in 

America in the seventeenth century. 
17

 

 

Noted for its strict adherence to the teachings of the 

Bible and penchant for high moral conduct, Koko 

Ete Ina, for instance, notes that, 

In setting standard for good life, the Calvinists 

frowned at life amusement such as dancing, games 

and theatre. They insisted on rigid observance of 

Sabbath and regular church going and stressed the 

virtue of thrift, sobriety (uprightness) and industry.
18

 

 

Calvinism spread rapidly across the world. In 

France, adherents of the Calvinist faith were known 

as the Huguenots; in The Netherlands, they 

constituted the Dutch Reformed Religion while in 

Great Britain, they took the name Presbyterianism, 

having been introduced into Scotland by John 

Knox.
19

 

In any event, the impetus for the spread of 

Christianity in Ibibioland came in response to the 

abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade which 

foisted a new economic order on the principal 

potentates at Old Calabar, namely, King Eyo 

Honesty II of Creek Town (Ikot Etunko) and King 

Eyamba V of Duke Town (Atakpa) who had signed 

the anti-slave treaties in 1842. Both men desired a 

new trade, some level of western education and to 

“know the God of the white man” to put them on the 

same pedestal of development. 

After the signing of the treaty with the Royal Navy 

with John Beecroft as the principal signatory, King 

Eyo Honesty II mused thus: 

If I can get some cotton and coffee to grow and man 

for teach me, and make sugar cane for we country 

come up proper, and sell for trade side, I very glad.
20

 

 

Similarly, King Eyamba V desired thus: 

…and then some man must come for teach 

bookproper and make all men saby God like 

whiteman, and then we go on for same fashion.
21

 

 

                                                           
17

lbid., p.173. 
18

Koko Ete Ina, The Presbyterian Church in Nigeria 

(1846-2005) (Uyo: Minders International 

Publishers, 2005), p. 9 
19

lbid., pp. 10-11. 
20

E U. Aye, “The Foundations of Presbyterianism 

among the Calabar Clans: Qua, Efik, Efut” in Ogbu 

U. Kalu (ed.) A Century and Half of Presbyterian 

Witness in Nigeria, 1846-1996 (Lagos: Ida Ivory 

Press, 1996), p.2 
21

Ibid. 
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In the perception of both men, trade fluidity and 

corresponding prosperity was reckoned to be 

associated with the ways of the white man. 

Theirappeals met the acquiescence of newly 

manumitted slaves and some missionaries, 

especially of the Presbyterian genre in Jamaica, 

who, according to Monday Abasiattai, 

…had been discussing plans to bear Christianityto 

their “benighted” brethren in Africa, 

…readilyaccepted the call from Calabar.
22

 

 

After all, a considerable chunk of manumitted slave 

population in Jamaica, could still trace its ancestry 

to Calabar.
23

As also mused beThe Reverend Hope 

Masterton Waddell, an Irish missionary in Jamaica, 

From the day the sun of the negro freedom arose in 

1834, it was hoped by all friends of Africa that 

among the emancipated Christians of the West 

Indies, valuable agents would be found for 

propagating the gospel in the land of their 

progenitors. The subject engaged the attention of 

our Presbytery in 1839. But on many essential 

points we were so deficient in information, that we 

could resolve only to make it a matter of reflection, 

inquiry, and prayer. At its meeting in 1840, we 

resolved to come to our next meeting prepared for 

deciding the grave question of a mission to Africa, 

from our Jamaica congregation.
24

 

 

Events in Jamaica were complemented by 

developments in Liverpool where, as noted by The 

Reverend Hope Waddell himself, 

they found friends who took up the cause most 

heartily, met captains trading to Old Calabar, and 

received such favourable accounts of the people’s 

willingness for education and civilization there, that 

they transmitted, by friendly hand, formal proposals 

to the king and chiefs of that country to settle our 

mission among them.
25

 

 

Led by the same Reverend Hope Masterton 

Waddell, howbeit, with the support of the 

                                                           
22

Monday Abasiattai, “Christian Missions Among 

the Ibibio: Their Origins, Growth and Impact” in 

Monday Abasiattai (ed.) The Ibibio: An Introduction 

to the Land, The People and their Culture (Calabar: 

Alphonsus Akpan, 1990), p.313. 
23

Monday Effiong Noah, Old Calabar: The City 

States and the Europeans, 1800-1885, (Uyo: 

Scholars Press (Nig.) Ltd., 1980), p.3. 
24

Hope Masterton Waddell, Twenty-Nine Years in 

the West Indies and Central Africa (London: Frank 

Cass and Company Ltd., 1970), p.206. 
25

Ibid., p.208. 

Presbyterian Church of Scotland, the missionary 

team which was comprised of Samuel Edgerly 

(catechist) and his wife, Andrew Chisolm 

(anassistant), Edward Miller (carpenter) and G. B. 

Waddell (Hope’s houseboy), set sail from Jamaica 

and arrived Calabar where mission stations were 

later opened at Creek Town and Duke Town. 

Other missionaries in the persons of Reverend Hugh 

Goldie and his spouse,Edward Miller and fiancée, 

and William Jameson, joined the Calabar mission 

in1847. By 1849, a new set of staff, namely, 

William Anderson and spouse, MissMiller, Mr. 

Sutherland, Mr. Hamilton, Mr and Mrs Timson and 

Mammy Fullerwere added on to the staff list of the 

Calabar mission.
26

 

In 1857, the population strength of the mission was 

badly hit by bouts of malaria fever which decimated 

the staff strength of the mission. Mr. Edgerly, Mr. 

Sutherland, Mr. Hamilton and Mr. and Mrs. Timson 

all died of malarial attack.
27

 By this time, the 

discovery and use of quinine as an antidote for 

malaria fever was only beginning to spread.
28

 Much 

of the hinterland of Africa still had the epitaph “the 

white man’s grave.” 

This mishap greatly stultified missionary work in 

the area until the arrival of Mary Mitchell Slessor on 

September 11,1876. Mary Slessor, equipped with an 

understandably scant missionary training at the 

Teachers’ College in Edinburg for three months, no 

doubt brought with her, a new verve of missionary 

spirit into the area. At first, she settled at Duke 

Town where she received sufficient orientation 

regarding the area and her schedule of duty from 

Mrs. Sutherland who was assigned the duty of 

guiding and supervising her work.
29

After a few 

years of tutelage at Duke Town, Mary was 

transferred to Creek Town and later, to Akpap 

Okoyong. From Akpap Okoyong she was sent to Itu 

in 1904 and from there, she fanned out and 

established several mission stations in Eniong area, 

namely, at Akani Obio in Obio Usiere, Asang, 

Okpo, Ntan Obu, Ikot Akpabio and Atan Onoyom.
30

 

                                                           
26

James Buchan, The Expendable Mary Slessor, pp. 

43-46. 
27

Ibid., p.45. 
28

John E. Flint, “Chartered Companies and the 

Scramble for Africa” in Joseph C. Anene and 

Godfrey Brown (eds.) Africa in the Nineteenth and 

Twentieth Centuries (Ibadan: Ibadan University 

Press, 1966), p.111. 
29

James Buchan, The Expendable Mary Slessor, 

p.47. 
30

Koko Ete Ina, The Presbyterian Church in 

Nigeria, p.24. 
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From Itu also she established stations at Ikot Obong 

which later housed a Native Court, which, par 

adventure, was presided over by Mary herself,
31

Use 

Ikot Oku, Utit Obio, Ikot Inyang, Ibiaku Ikot Oku 

and Ikpe Ikot Nkon. As a matter of fact, Mary 

Slessor did much missionary work in Ibiono Ibom, 

apparently the largest clan in Ibibioland and Itu 

clan.
32

 

 

The Economics of Mary Slessor’s Missionary 

Enterprise in Ibibioland 

Mary was born at such a time in Britain when daily 

life experiences for the poor class was notably 

precarious. To be sure, the British society at this 

time was plagued by many contradictions in the 

aftermath of the Industrial Revolution. The 

Industrial Revolution was an outgrowth of a long-

drawn mercantilist adventure by the British. In point 

of fact, Y. S. Brenner in Theories of Economic 

Development and Growth, notes that mercantilism 

was an “expression of a striving after economic 

power for political purposes.”
33

 The Industrial 

Revolution had outmoded slave labour and by 1807, 

slave trade was officially abolished. Among the 

contradictions of primordial industrial capitalism in 

Britain was the “misery of long hours and starvation 

earnings” which “belonged both to the factories and 

the cottage shops.”
34

 Other contradictions included 

population explosion, over-production of industrial 

goods, insatiable quest for raw materials, the search 

for foreign markets, unemployment and general 

immiserisation of life. 

Some of the proffered solutions were efflux of 

people from Britain through mercantilism, pseudo-

imperialism and Christian evangelization. Imbued 

by the contents of the “Bible and the Plough 

doctrine” of Thomas F. Buxton, as canvassed in his 

book titled The Slave Trade and its Remedy, the 

British government, British traders and British 

missionaries were all co-terminus in one singular 

objective purpose, namely, effective economic 

exploitation of areas brought under the British 

capitalist hegemony and corresponding amelioration 

                                                           
31

Ibid. 
32

For details on the areas she worked, see her 

biographies, books and articles on the Presbyterian 

Church as cited. 
33

Y. S. Brenner, Theories of Economic Development 

and Growth (London: George Allen and Unwin 

Ltd., 1966), p.11. 
34

Broadus Mitchell, Anatol Murad, Munroe 

Berkowitz and William Bagley, Economics: 

Experience and Analysis (New York: William 

Sloane Associates, Inc., 1950), p.37. 

of the fortunes of British subjects, be they imperial 

agents, traders or missionaries. 

All these culminated in indirect imperialism at first 

with the appointment of John Beecroft as the British 

Consul to the Bight of Benin and Biafra by Her 

Britannic Majesty to oversee the conduct of trade 

and to protect the interest of British subjects doing 

businesses, Christian or commercial, in the area. 

Ibibioland, as a matter of fact, belonged to the 

confines of the said area. Another instance of 

indirect imperialism in the area was evidenced in the 

establishment of a Court of Equity in Calabar in 

1856 by Consul Hutchinson, John Beecroft’s 

successor. 

In any event, direct imperialism in Ibibioland was 

presaged by an economic recession in Europe from 

1871 which culminated in the “Great Depression.” 

This meltdown subsisted till 1896,
35

 thereby 

precipitating the raison d’être for the eventual 

pacification of the entire Ibibioland by the late 

1920s starting from the Aro Expedition of 

1901/1902.
36

 

Mary’s birth and missionary enterprise coincided 

with these periods. It was noted earlier that Mary 

was not born into a rich home.
37

 It therefore stands 

to reason that she would have probably remained a 

pauper till death if she had stayed back in Scotland. 

After all, the story of the rest of her family members 

remained quite a pitiable note. Imperialism under 

the garb of missionary work had presented new 

vistas of survival for some British subjects and the 

prospect of drawing a monthly salary was one Mary 

could not resist.
38

 In Scotland, Mary’s vicissitudes, 

try as she could to revamp, were still in dire straits. 

She therefore had no other option than to latch on to 

the missionary opportunity when it presented itself. 

After all, “the man of business was also called of 

                                                           
35

S. B. Saul, The Myth of the Great Depression, 

1873-1896 (London: Macmillan Press Ltd., 1969), 

pp. 30-36. 
36

For details, see Ini Etuk, “Economic Basis for the 

Pacification of Akwa Ibom Area by the British: A 

Postscript” in Offiong Abia (ed.) The Calabar 

Historical Journal, Vol. 6, No. 1, June, 2014, pp. 

138-157. See also W. Ibekwe Ofonagoro, Trade and 

Imperialism in Southern Nigeria: 1881-1929. (New 

York: NOK Publishers International, 1979). 
37

James Buchan, The Expendable Mary Slessor, 

p.25. 
38

W. P. Livingstone, Mary Slessor. The White 

Queen of Calabar, p.37. 
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God. Zealous search for gain, personal gain, was 

pleasing in the sight of Heaven.”
39

 

On August 5
th

 1876, Mary, at the age of 28, set sail 

for Africa on board the ship “SS Ethiopia.”
40

 Thus 

she was able to secure some form of regular 

employment with her missionary zeal and 

enterprise. As noted by W. P. Livingstone, 

She could now do as she liked and saved more 

money to send home to her mother and sisters, for 

they were always first in her thoughts. She lived in a 

hut built of mud and slips of bamboo, with a roof of 

palm leaves, wore old clothes and ate cheap food of 

the natives, yam and plantain and fish.
41

 

Again, 

When posted to Creek Town to Mr. Goldie 

she lived more plainly than ever, for she needed 

now to send a larger sum of money in order to keep 

the home in Devonshire.
42

 

This is corroborated in Wikipedia which 

notes that, 

Mary Slessor assigned a large portion of her 

salary to support her mother and sisters in Scotland, 

she economized by learning to eat native food.
43

 

It is common knowledge that Mma Slessor 

carried out her missionary work in Ibibioland with 

much zest, howbeit, with the hindsight that the 

British consular authorities were stoutly behind her 

and indeed, other British missionaries. For instance, 

Monday Noah in his book titled The City States and 

the Europeans, 1800-1885, maintains that “the 

Reverend Edgerly…had the support of the 

supercargoes as well as an assurance of the 

gunboat.”
44

In point of fact, imperial support to the 

generality of missionaries in the area, including 

Ibibioland, was not in short supply. The imperial 

authorities saw the missionaries as dependable allies 

with regard to their imperial designs in the Ibibio 

area. 

It would be considerably emphasized that the 

missionaries were the ones who subtly cowed the 

Ibibio people with the “gospel” into submission to 

an alien rule. In 1891, the administration of the Oil 

Rivers Protectorate was re-organised into the Niger 

                                                           
39

Broadus Mitchell, Anatol Murad, Munroe 

Berkowitz and William Bagley, Economics: 

Experience and Analysis, p.20. 
40

A. J. Bueltmann, White Queen of the Cannibals: 

The Story of Mary Slessor of Calabar, p.23. 
41

W. P. Livingstone, Mary Slessor: The White 

Queen of Calabar, p.37. 
42

Ibid., p.49. 
43

Wikipedia. Accessed 20th January 2017. 
44

Monday Effiong Noah, Old Calabar: The City 

States and the Europeans, p.55. 

Coast Protectorate with Major (later Sir) Claude 

Maxwell Macdonald as the Commissioner and 

Consul-General. Macdonald was accordingly 

mandated to “coordinate with his Consuls efforts of 

missionaries in their reforms.”
45

 Curiously in 1892, 

Mma Slessor was appointed a Vice-Consul for the 

Calabar Rivers. While persuading her to accept the 

offer, the imperial agents entreated thus: 

We officers can’t do the work; we haven’t the 

language for one thing, and you know it better than 

the natives themselves; also you know all their ways 

and tricks; they worship you; you have great power 

over them; and what a chance to protect the women 

and punish the men as you like! Think of the twins, 

ma.
46

 

 

As also noted by Koko Ete Ina, 

She was responsible for cultivating and 

maintaining friendly relations with adjacent areas, 

opening up roads, markets and generally preserving 

peace and order in her area of jurisdiction. She was 

also responsible for proper working of customs, 

postal and treasury departments throughout the 

rivers. In carrying out these functions, Mary did 

much to advance not only Christian religion but also 

the political and economic interest of the 

Protectorate as well.
47

 

With her “smoking canoe” (steamship), 

apparently a gift to her from Scotland, she began to 

supervise those areas that were placed under her 

jurisdiction effectively.
48

 It should be noted that her 

appointment also gave her magisterial powers and 

thus, she became the first female judge in the entire 

British empire.
49

 In her elation, she told the people 

of the area that “government” had indeed come to 

stay.
50

As a Vice-Consul, she also partook in the Aro 

Expedition of 1901/1902 and indeed, acted as head 

of the medical team. The Aro had held sway across 

the length and breadth of Ibibiolnd and parts of 

Iboland in the traffic on human slaves. Again, they 

had blocked the British imperialistic designs by 

denying them access into the hinterland. This had 

become quite irksome to the British imperial forces 
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who decided to punish the Aro. Here again, Mma 

Slessor was at the forefront, stoutly protecting her 

territory as the substantive Vice – Consul. 

In concommittance with these developments, 

Adiaha Mbakara set up and indeed, took charge of 

various courts in the Ibibio district especially in Itu 

and Ibiono areas.
51

 Her missionary enterprise 

accordingly took a backstage as she admonished the 

people to “be faithful to the government. Be 

Christians. Be friends of the mission and be 

followers of Jesus Christ.”
52

 Christ had 

circumstantially become the least in the scheme of 

things. 

As a magistrate, she heard various cases 

brought to her courts. In some cases, she gave out 

summons and whoever was summoned had to attend 

the court with a cock and a few cobs of corn as 

summons fees.
53

By this time, the economy of the 

area was not considerably monetized in spite of the 

existence of indigenous monies. The cock and the 

corn provided delicious and desired meals for the 

missionary lady and her retinue. 

In Ibibioland, corn is usually processed to 

provide a variety of foods. It could be roasted fresh 

or dry and eaten with eben (pear), isip eyop or isip 

mbakara (coconut) and mmansang (groundnut). 

Corn could also be ground and used in various ways 

such as in the preparation of akamu (pap), ekoki or 

ekpang akpakpa or ekpang ibokpot,(cornsnacks), 

itimme or asa ibokpot or asa akpakpa (corn 

porridge), ibehe akpakpa or ibehe ibokpot and so 

on.
54

Cock was meaty and provided protein and other 

nutients. These ideas were not lost on Mma Slessor. 

After all, she at home with the local menus of the 

area and gladly relished with them. 

The missionary lady had no qualms whatsoever in 

administering mbiam to litigants in her 

courts.
55

Mbiam is a sacred decoction usually given 

and/or taken in the form of an oath to determine 

culpability or otherwise among the Ibibio, especially 
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in cases where culprits are unknown. Mary Slessor 

realized that the Ibibio people did not even believe 

in the bible which the litigants were made to swear 

upon. Besides, the bible was not held to be as 

powerful as mbiam which the Ibibio people dreaded 

a great deal. Mbiam could kill the culprit, decimate a 

whole family and indeed, an entire community if not 

thoroughly placated with expiatory sacrifices to the 

gods, deities and spirits to obviate its curse.
56

 In 

practical terms, mbiam was and still is considered 

fetish by “Christians” but Mma Slessor, in spite of 

her towering profile as a “Christian” and a 

“missionary”, delighted in the use of mbiarn since it 

served her purposes at the courts. 

While in court, Afia Obonganwan Mbakara 

exhibited despotic tendencies characteristic of 

colonial masters as she wasted no time in physically 

assaulting litigants. As captured by James Buchan, 

An Assistant Commissioner wrote that one day she 

had risen up in wrath, snatched his own umbrella 

from a man who had been lying to the court, and 

begun thumping him over the head with it.
57

 

Outside the courts, she did not also brood 

any opposition to her authority. It was noted earlier 

that on her appointment as a Vice-Consul, it was 

contingent on her to “open” up Ibibioland for British 

commerce. One of her duties therefore was to 

facilitate the development of road transportation. In 

the Ibibio area, only trunk “B” roads were to be 

constructed. Mary was consequently saddled with 

the responsibility of opening up Itu-Ikot Ekpene 

Road. It was this very enterprise which pitched her 

against Obong Udo Antia, a potentate from Ikot Aba 

in Ibiono clan who held sway for many miles 

around. Obong Udo Antia then had entreated upon 

her to divert the said road from his shrine and spare 

the felling of an mkpa tree which “housed” the 

shrine. Mary Slessor refused. Obong Udo Antia 

drove away Mary Slessor’s road workers from his 

domain to the vexation of Mary. In an ensuing 

altercation, Obong Udo Antia told Mma Slessor that 

in Ibibioland,“awuwan ase adat itit, isidatta 
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anyin”(“a woman is red in the vagina and not in the 

eyes”).
58

In the Ibibio indigenous cultural parlance, 

this was quite instructive and pregnant in meaning. 

Readily, it meant that Mary had overstepped her 

bounds as a woman and but for her imperial 

authority, her audacity would have attracted 

instantaneous death. Mary Slessor, on the other 

hand, was quite irked by the temerity of Obong Udo 

Antia.   

At some other instance, Mary Slessor 

unveiled an ekpo masquerade which was an 

abomination in Ibibioland. Mary was accordingly 

rough-handled. The effronteryof a local chieftain to 

challenge the suzerainty of an imperial agent was 

too much for it to be taken lightly. Mary accordingly 

reported these affronts to the government authorities 

at Calabar. Obong Udo Antia was apprehended on 

trumped up charges and deported to Calabar, where 

he stayed in exile for six-months.
59

 

Above incidences are quite anecdotal as 

they bring to the fore, the audacity of the British 

economic enterprise in Ibibioland. Even after 

Mary’s resignation as a Vice-Consul in 1904
60

, she 

was still a dependable ally of the colonial forces in 

Nigeria so much so that she was noticed by Sir 

Frederick Lord Lugard for having “opened up” 

Ibibio country for British commerce. More so, on 

Lugard’s recommendations, she was made a 

Member of the Order of the Hospital of St. John of 

Jerusalem which had the King of Great Britain, 

King George V as the head and other royal officials 

as members. Consequently, Mary was awarded the 

Silver Cross and Diploma by King George V for a 

job well done.
61

 Mary Mitchell Slessor died on the 

12th of January, 1915 at Use Ikot 0ku in Ibibioland
62

 

as an accomplished British imperial agent,  a 

magistrate and a missionary, an avid beneficiary of 

veritable economic opportunities in the area and 

above all, a protector of British economic interest in 

Ibibioland barely a year after the amalgamation of 
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the Protectorates of Northern and Southern Nigeria 

by Sir Frederick Lord Lugard in 1914. 

 

II. Conclusion 
This article has harped on “The Economics 

of Mary Slessor’s Missionary Enterprise in 

Ibibioland.” It is on record that Creek Town 

(Atakpa) and Duke Town (Ikot Etungko), 

collectively known as Old Calabar, played host to a 

host of missionaries especially of the Presbyterian 

mould from 1846. Led by the Reverend Hope 

Masterton Waddel, an Irish Presbyterian missionary, 

then resident in Jamaica, a team of volunteer 

missionaries came to Old Calabar with the professed 

aim of planting Christianity in the area.However, it 

was not only Christianity and its propagation which 

fired the zeal of the early missionaries to the area.  

It was evidently the forces of economics.  

It has been noted that “man’s longing for 

material welfare” does not “totally dissipate 

Christian ethics.”
63

 Britain had been plagued by the 

contradictions of the Industrial Revolution from the 

first half of the seventeenth century. Slave trade and 

slavery were logically outmoded and accordingly 

abolished. There was therefore a growing need to 

resolve the contradictions of industrialism. This 

came in the way of looking for industrial raw 

materials, markets and employment opportunities 

for British nationals abroad. The bible and the 

plough doctrine as clearly enunciated by Thomas F. 

Buxton became co-terminous in optimizing the 

obvious desires of the British imperial agents, 

traders and missionaries. Meanwhile, living 

conditions in Britain during this period were quite 

dire and characterized by a few employment 

opportunities, poor wages poverty and general 

immiserisation of the British populace. 

Mary Mitchell Slessor was born during this 

time at Gilcomston in Scotland. Her parentage, 

birth, infancy, teenage and adulthood were 

demonstrable reflections of poverty. As James 

Buchan notes, “the combined wages” of her parents 

“were barely enough to keep the family in food and 

shelter.”
64

When the opportunity for missionary work 

in Africa presented itself to Mary, she grabbed it 

with both hands. 

In Ibibioland, especially in Ibiono and Itu 

areas, she became a missionary par excellence who 

stopped the killing of twins and other “heinous” 

practices in the area. She established several schools 
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and a hospital in Ibiono and Itu respectively. She 

was appointed a Vice-Consul in 1892. In 1901/1902, 

she led the medical team of the Aro Expedition, 

ostensibly to stop the trade on human cargoes but 

this turned out to be a veiled effort to conquer the 

hinterland and bring it under the British authorities 

for optimal exploitation of its economic resources. 

Consequent upon these developments she was 

appointed a magistrate where she established and 

presided over many courts in Ibibioland, opened up 

roads, stifled and indeed punished opposition to her 

authority and generally goaded the people to support 

the colonial administration in Ibibioland. 

Mary Slessor led a simple life and ate 

“simple indigenous foods” of the Ibibio people. By 

so doing she was able to save enough money to 

repatriate home to her mother and siblings. It was 

also in Ibibioland that she learned to ride a bicycle 

at adulthood for the first time.
65

 It was also in 

Ibibioland that Mary Mitchell Slessor’s vicissitudes 

changed for the better. This was exemplified in the 

fact that she was gainfully employed and by 

implication,she was able to draw an appreciable 

amount of salary both as a missionary and as an 

imperial agent until her demise on the 12th of 

January in 1915. 
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