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Abstract
Political participation of women has been acknowledged globally as
an essential yardstick of the place of women in any given society.
Thus in recent years, women participation in politics and decision
making has received significant awareness across the globe. Women
are still marginalized and under-represented seriously in politics.
The  main  objective  of  this  paper  is  to  bring  to  the  fore  the
challenges  and  prospects  of  political  participation  of  women  in
Nigeria. Qualitative research method was used. Data was sourced
from secondary sources mainly from published and unpublished
journal articles, books and report from government archives. The
findings of this study brings to light that that there are plethora of
factors   ranging  from  economic,  religious,  social  and  cultural
factors  which  has  hindered  women  from  fully  participating  in
politics in Nigeria. It is a fact that women make up more than half
of the world's population, yet they are marginalized and relegated
to the background compared to their male counterparts at all levels
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of government; federal, state and local levels. So that women equal
participation in politics and decision making is not only a demand
for simple justice or democracy, but a necessary precondition for
women's interest to be taken account. However, whatever studies
there  are  that  are  out  there,  their  depth  and  richness  does  not
diminish one’s curiousity to know more about other dimensions of
this subject. It is this general vacuum in our knowledge that this
study sets out to fill.

Introduction 
The  involvement  of  Nigerian  women  in  politics  from  historical

viewpoint can be appraised through three different periods, namely, the
pre-colonial,  colonial  and  post  post-colonial  eras.  There  were  great
number of great women in the pre-colonial era. In the pre-colonial times,
Nigerian women have contributed in  no small  measures  to  change the
political terrain  of this country. Examples of such great women like the
Queen Amina of Zaria, Princess Moremi of Ife, Princess Inikpi of Igala,
Iyalode Efunsetan Amwura of Ibadan and Emotan of Benin are still in the
sands of history (Agbalajobi: 2010). These women were warriors and were
able to save their communities from their enemies and the vagaries of war,
against  this  backdrop  Awe  Bolanle  called  them  the  ‘Saviour  of  their
Societies’ (Awe: 1992).

During  the  colonial  period  (1860-1960),   the  British  imperialist
relegated women to  the  background but  instead  of  them folding  their
hands  and  doing  nothing,  this  rather  goaded  spurred  them   to  form
modern pressure  groups and political parties like;  the Lagos Women's
League  for  better  sanitary  condition  and  women  education,  Women's
Party in 1944, Abeokuta Ladies Club which metamorphosed to Abeokuta
Women's  Union in  1946,  the  Nigerian Women's  Union in  1949  etcetera.
(Awe:  1992:3)  While  names  like;  Margaret  Ekpo,  Lady  Aboyomi,  Mrs
Funmilayo Ranson Kuti, Miss Ekpo A. Young, Mrs Femi Pearse and Hajia
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Gambo Sawaba were great forces in politics of Nigeria. These women with
their  political  tactics  helped  to  push  women's  welfare  matters  in  an
organized manner,  to  the attention of  the colonial  government  and the
public.  They also  contributed immensely  by rallying women for  voting
purposes (Mba: 1982).

After Nigeria gained political independence in 1960, the participation
of women  in politics abated  with the effect of the emergent antagonistic
party politics of the post-colonial era that portrayed  bitter rivalries of the
ethnic-based and paternalistic  political  party organizations.  This  period
was  marked with  violent  politics  which was   dangerous  to  women's
participation,  since  violent  ethnic  politics  succeeded  in  splitting  the
women into  opposing  camps  which  latter  made  unified  national  mass
action  became  impossible.   Nevertheless,  some  women  still  played
important roles in the women's wing of the major political parties and few
won elections to different Houses in the First Republic (1960-1966). Such
women included; Mrs. Bernice Kerry and Wuarola Esan who won seats
into  the  Federal  Parliament  while  Mrs  Margaret  Ekpo  and  Mrs  Janet
Muokelu won into the Eastern Nigerian House of Assembly (Ikpe: 1997).

The Second Republic  led  by  President  Alhaji  Shehu Shagari  (1979-
1983) recorded participation of few women in politics. Some  them were
members of some of the major political parties like the National Party of
Nigeria  (NPN),  and  the  Unity  Party  of  Nigeria  (UPN).  Out  of  475
candidates  which  contested  for  Senate  Seats,  only  4  candidates  were
women and they all lost the election. Only two women succeeded to win
seats  into  the  Federal  House  of  Representative  and  five  women  were
successful in the existing States Houses of Assembly. Some of the women
that won these seats were Mrs J. C. Eze, Mrs V. O. Nnaji and Mrs Abiola
Babatope while Ms Franca Afegbua became the only woman to be elected
into the Senate during the 1983 general election. This was in addition to
the  few  women  who  contested  and  won  elections  into  the  Local
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Government Councils in the Second Republic.  But a number of women
were appointed Commissioners in the states (Mba: 1982:303).

The Third Republic was a planned Republican Government of Nigeria
in 1993 which was to be governed by the Third Republican Constitution. It
is  also  termed the  ‘Aborted  Third  Republic’  arising  from the  annulled
presidential  election  won  by  Chief  M.K.O.  Abiola,  a  Yoruba  business
tycoon (Gbamwuan: 2013). Even though, the Aborted Third Republic was
short  lived however;  it  was well  known with two political  parties.  The
Social Democratic Party (SDP), and the National Republican Convention
(NRC) on whose  platform general  elections  was conducted within this
time frame. During this period as well, few women were elected into the
National Assembly. In the Senate, only one woman in person of Mrs. Kofo
Bucknor  Akerele  was  elected.  Very  few  women  won  election  into  the
House of Representatives. One of these few was Chief (Mrs) Florence Ita
Giwa who won and represented Cross Rivers State South Constituency of
Cross Rivers State. 

The  Fourth  Republic  on  its  own began  in  1999  when  the  military
government  headed  by  General  Abdulsalami  Abubakar  voluntarily
handed over government to the elected civilian administration of Chief
Olusegun  Obasanjo.  I999,  the  Nigerian  political  terrain  witnessed  an
increase  in  the  number  of  women  political  appointees,  even  though
women did not perform well ate the elections. In the elections held before
May  29,  1999,  only  few  women  emerged  as  Chairpersons  of  local
government  councils.  The  Fourth  Republic  which  started  on  May  29,
Therefore, the period from 1999 to the present uninterrupted democratic
government forms the Fourth Republic. Within this time frame, elections
have been conducted in 1999, 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015. Hence, this paper
investigates  the role of women participation in Nigeria from 1960-2016 the
National.

Conceptual Clarification 

Political Participation and the Role of Women in Nigeria 148



South-South Journal of Humanities and international Studies                    

A. Politics
The concept of politics has been viewed in different perspectives   by

various scholars that have written on the subject matter. 
According to Easton," politics is the authoritative allocation of  values

for society. Politics is considered as a set of human interactions considered
primarily with the allocation of scarce  resources, which are considered
desirable by the citizenry (Easton: 1965).

Thus, politics is concerned with making or obtaining decisions about
how these resources or values are to be distributed. However, those who
should distribute the resources Should have  left it for individuals, society
and the nations to decide for  themselves. 

In short,  the conservative idea that politics is exclusive preserve for
males should be wiped out.  Appadorai argues that politics is a science
which  is  concerned  with  the  State  and  the  conditions  essential  for  its
existence and development (Appadorai: 1974).

 In  the  same vein,  Dahl  depicts  politics  "as  any  stable  pattern   of
human relationships that involves power and influence” (Awe: 1992). In
the contemporary times, scholars like Crick defines politics  as an activity
by which differing interests within a given unit of  rule are conciliated by
giving them a share in proportion  to their importance to the welfare and
survival of the whole community (Crick: 1998).  Therefore, all dissenting
interests should be treated equally  in all aspects of society and that no one
should  be  subjected  to  discrimination.  For  that  reason,  political
participation is considered by Political Scientists as basic human rights,
which must be guaranteed to the people. It is also seen as an extension of
democracy which promotes participatory  democracy rather than merely
representative democracy (Endale: 2012).

B. Political Participation
Participation is a development approach, which recognizes the need to

involve  disadvantage  segments  of  population  in  the  design  and
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implementation of policies concerning their well-being. The strengthening
of women's participation in all spheres of life has become a major issue in
the  development  discourses  and  hence,  socioeconomic  development
cannot be fully achieved without the active involvement of women in the
decision making levels  in  all  society  (Ayer:  2001).   On the  other  hand,
political participation refers to the active involvement and engagement by
individuals both women and men with political process that affects their
lives.  The act  of  active engagement includes voting, standing for office,
joining of  political party, or to take part in the political campaigns of the
political  parties  and to  exert  influence  in  the  decision  making  process
through public debate, and dialogue with the representatives they elected
or through their capacity to organize or exercise public power by holding
public  office at  different  levels  of  administrations-;  local,  state,  national
and  international  (Endale:  2012).  Therefore,  political  participation  is
understood  as  a  prerequisite  for  political  development  hence,  by
enhancing women's political participation, given that they constitutes over
half of the world's population may help in the advancement of political
development and improve the quality of women's lives (Khadar: 2013).

 C. Womanhood 
Womanhood  is  mostly  refers  to  as  the  personal  or  individual

characteristic features of a woman, which are conferred on her in almost
every  society  that  is  pervasively  patriarchal  or  male-centred  and
controlled.  These  features  are  said  to  be  biological,  intellectual  and
cultural thereby given them certain roles in the society. Womanhood, as an
identity  signifies  certain  standards  that  identify  women  as  normal  or
abnormal. Identification is a concept that categorizes and places people in
certain  social  and  cultural  positions.  These  positions  in  turn,  become
systems of oppression or suppression. While identification may not always
be negative, by and large, women within womanhood system are ranked
in  a  lower  position  than  men  within  manhood  systems.  Therefore,
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womanhood as a social and cultural identity for a group of female humans
places women in inferior positions to men. P. Rice and P. Waugh in their
book;  Modern  Literary  Theory,  try  to  demonstrate  some  of  the  physical
characteristics that differentiate women from their men counterpart and
their attendant roles. Remi Anifowose argues that: 

A  woman has  been  identified as  the  opposite  of
man  who  is  seen  as  being:  active,  dominating,
adventurous,  rational  and  creative.  A  woman,
however,  is  viewed as passive, acquiescent,  timid,
emotional and conventional. In this way it becomes
well  apparent  that  one's  sex  is  determined  by
anatomy  and  that  the  characteristic  features  that
constitute what is a man (masculine) and what is a
woman (feminine)  are,  to  a  great  extent,  cultural
constructs (Phillip & Patricia: 2001).

The physical  characteristics  of  women therefore undermine their
societal social responsibilities as argued by R. Anifowose that:

Men  are  generally  heavier,  taller  and  even
physically  stronger  than  women  and  therefore
more  capable  than women to  enforce  their  will
through physical violence and threat of violence.
Women on the other hand are vulnerable because
of  their  role  of  child  bearing  and  nursing.  In
addition,  discrimination  and  subjugation  of
women is further enforced by custom, traditional
practices, beliefs and the law, behind which stood
coercive force of the state (Anifowose: 2004).

Inferring from the quotation above, it is crystal clear that issues like
discrimination against women folks in politics could be explained on the
basis  of  their  physical  makeup  .  Men  have  considered  themselves  as
unique beings that are stronger and fit for public space while women are
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weak, frail  and so, reserved for domestic use at any point in time. This
tendency has undermined the evident role of women in Nigerian politics. 

 A Synopsis  of Women and Political Participation from 1960 to 2015
Women participation in governance at every level can be taken as an

indicator  of  the  level  of  democracy  considering  the  fact  that  women
oftenmake  up  half  the  population  of  most  countries.  In  modern
democracies, political parties, legislative assemblies and executive councils
are vital sources of decision making,  among other power centres. 

Political parties in particular provide the citizens with the chances of
participating in  the  management  of  a  country's  affairs  and makeup  a
significant   forum  for  choosing  and advancing aspirants   for  elective
offices . They also   provide avenue for mass mobilization  and provision of
political leadership for the nation (Olojede: 1999).

Political parties also organize and share power in parliament as well as
influence the decisions of government and other executive bodies. From
the inception of indigenous political leadership in 1960, Nigerian women
have remained inconspicuous in the party-political system. Women were
greatly under-represented in party membership, as well  as  in decision
making organs. Between 1958-1959, there were four major political parties
- Northern Peoples Congress(NPC)- National Council of Nigerian Citizens
(NCNC)  ,  Northern  Elements   and  Action  Group  (AG).Women  were
greatly  under-represented  in  the  executive  bodies  of  these  political
parties ,women were almost invisible (Olojede: 1999).

Olojede further affirms that it was only; NEPU that had a woman in its
National  Executive  but  merely  as  a  Women’s  Organizer.  Thus,  men
exclusively dominated the National Executive Councils of other political
parties -AG, NCNC and NPC (Olojede: 1999).

A study by Olojede shows marginal  participation of  women in the
decision-making  of  the  political  parties  of  National  Republican
Convention (NRC) and the Social Democratic Party (SDP) (Olojede: 1999).
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In  the  same vein,   Simbine  recorded that  during  the  formation  of
political  parties  leading  to  the  Fourth  Republic,  no  female  featured
prominently in the party process. This practice  of marginalization was
also demonstrated   in the most recent  People Democratic  Party  (PDP)
leading to the general elections of 1998, Mrs. Sarah Jibril  was seriously
marginalized (Simbine: 2003).

Women have aspired for different posts in the four elections held since
the  return  of  democracy  in  1999  yet,  so  far  they  have  recorded  poor
results, minimal gains and slow progress. In 2002, women made up only
three percent of elected officials, in 2007, it was seven percent and in 2011
they  make  up  about  five  percent  and  even  before  the  2015  general
elections  few  women  emerged  as  candidates  after  the  political  party
primaries.  It was widely reported in the print and electronic media the
marginalization of Mrs. Sarah Jibril.  The single vote cast for this female
aspirant in the PDP primaries has many ramifications for women’s future
in Party Politics (WLP: 2011).

 In  2015,  gubernatorial  elections  were  held  in  29  states,  the
representation of women vying for the office of the governor and deputy
governor was 87 out of the 380 candidates (22.9 percent). Also women's
contest for senatorial seats was 122 out of 747 candidates, representing 16
percent,  were cleared by the Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC) to run in the March 28 election. The number was not different in
the contest for the lower chamber of parliament. Two hundred and sixty
seven (267) women out of total 1774 candidates that ran for seats at the
House of Representatives representing 15 percent (Gabriel: 2015).

With  this  scenario  of  under-representation  of  women  in  public
management, women could not significantly influence the course of public
policies.  In spite of this,  they are bound by the outcomes of the policy
process of which they were and are insignificant part. In a similar way,
their  peculiar needs and interests  could not be adequately projected as
they  had  few  advocates  in  policy  institutions.  Consequently,  several
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policies and programmes adopted by Federal and State governments to
enhance sustainable human development were and are sometimes gender
insensitive. 

What is the Way Forward?
 First,  Nigerian  females  need  the  awarenesses  to  modify  the  negative
aspect  they  display.  An  instance  of  this  negative  behaviour  was  the
attitude Helen Gomwalk had towards Jibril's  political ambition in 1992.
Newswatch, 1992:10-13 is illustrative: “If any woman has the ambition of
the presidency, I would advise that she should not be in a hurry… If Sarah
Jibril feels she is ready for the Presidency, good luck to her (Newswatch,
1992:10-13). While Gomwalk’s statement above may contain some useful
caution,  given the established prejudices against  women occupying top
public  positions;  it  has  the  capability  of  being portrayed as  absence of
support for fellow women, which may well  serve as discouragement to
others. 

Hence, Jubril's daring move should be seen as a political campaign for
women in all ramifications, which ought to be supported by all women,
regardless of the timing. Even though the institutional environment, that
is,  social,  cultural  and  politicalis  unfriendly  to  women  politicians,  the
absence  of  support   from  fellow  women  was  and  still  serve  as  a
discouragement for aspiring female politicians.

Women  politicians  must  advocate  for  themselves  regardless  of
political affiliations. Efforts must be made by women groups to  campaign
massively across the country(both rural and urban) to break the gender
stereotypes  of  women’s  public  roles  vis-à-vis  men.  Mass  mobilization
campaigns must be stepped up towards breaking traditional attitudes and
stereotypes of women’s public roles and inequality with men in decision-
making.  Women associations  through  systematic  campaigns  can  create
grassroots  constituencies  for  change,  which  will  ultimately  empower
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women for participation in politics. It is through politics, that women can
influence  the  adoption  and  implementation  of  policies  that  would
guarantee access of women to governance.

Second, one of the major stumbling block to women's participation in
politics is the level of violence that has accompanied the electoral process
in the country. Women chances at the polls and political participation are
quashed  as  a  result  of  politicalor  electoral  violence.  Hence,  the  State
should be responsible to ensure full security for the female gender during
and end this impunity. The public should be sensitized on the need for
nonviolent  campaigns  and  desist  from  hate  speeches  while  nonviolent
education  should  be  mainstreamed  in  all  awareness  raising  and  voter
education campaigns by all players. The State should safeguard freedom
of movement, expression and assembly for all citizens especially women
during and even after elections (Ikpe: 2015:26-27).

Further,  people  that  committed  political  violence  should  be
prosecuted to serve as a deterrent to others. Special tribunals should be
established  to  prosecute  those  found  guilty  of  political  violence  ,  a
situation  where  many  lives  will  be  lost  during  elections  and  the
perpetrators continue to go scot free without any arrest or prosecution is
undesirable  and  government  should  do  within  its  power  to  bring  the
culprit  to  justice.  Victims  and  families  of  electoral  violence  should  be
adequately  compensated.  The  22  person  panel  report  inaugurated  by
former President Goodluck Jonathan to look into the causes post election
in 2011 should be made public and the recommendation implemented to
the latter to deter future occurrence and guarantee security (Ikpe: 2015:26-
27).

In  addition,  the government should put  a spotlight on the need to
sensitize and orient political parties on women's political participation and
its importance on democracy and good governance. The basic principles of
democracy, gender and democratic governance will be exposed through
such  orientations.  Also,  steps  should  be  taken  by  the  government  to
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evaluate and review the processes  involved in the conducting of  party
primaries with a view of implementing reforms that will support a more
gender friendly process as well as a level playing field for all participants.
At  best  the  electoral  law  should  be  amended  to  include  a  clause  for
independent candidacy which may help extricate women from the web of
male dominated political parties (Irabor: 2012).

It  is  also necessary to establish a Women's  Political  Institute where
parties and all aspiring female candidates should be trained and prepared
with useful  expertness that  can let  them vie positively with their  male
counterparts  in  any  elective  position  of  their  choice.  This  will  further
challenge  them  to  improve  their  level  of  education  and  enable  them
contrive with the demands of electoral contest (Irabor: 2012).

Lastly,  women  activists  and  groups  should  be  active  in  the  fight
against bribery and corruption and also be at the forefront to advocate for
electoral reform that will criminalize the use of money during elections
including the giver and the received. The Justice Uwais Electoral Reform
Commission which was on the representation of women and persons with
disabilities on proportional basis with respect to selection of candidates
for elective office as circumstances  may permit  by parties  during party
primaries  recommendation  should  be  adopted.  Political  parties  should
adopt a gender allotment that will reserve number of seats in the national
and state assemblies as well as other elective positions for female aspirants
and candidates. 

Conclusion
This paper explored the political participation of women in Nigeria

from 1960 to the 2015 as a means of appraising their advancement so far in
elective politics. It realized that there is no significant improvement in the
political participation of women and by extension their representation in
electoral  contest  in  comparison  to  past.  The  scenario  of  women under
representation  has  turned  troublesome  given  the  anticipations   and
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forecasts of scholars,  analysts and even the media that democratic rule in
Nigeria is beginning to deepen  and as such women would perform better
in election . In truth,  it  became  also dissatisfying when contemplated
against the level of preparations observed in the build up to the elections
for  women  enlightenment,  education  and  empowerment  particularly
through conferences, seminars and workshops organized for women both
locally and internationally. This paper observed that despite policies put
in place to aid gender mainstreaming, the men have refused to act in ways
that can speed up the attainment by women of the 35% affirmative action,
Nigerian women are still  far away from gender equality and balancing.
The paper concludes that political participation in Nigeria “has been" of
men and for men".
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