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Abstract: Nigerian women constitute about half of the population of the country and are known 
to play vital roles as mother, producer, time manager, community organizer and social and political 
activist. However, despite these roles and the strength of their population, they are discriminated 
against when it comes to elective politics. The aim of the study, therefore, was to find out the 
specific factors responsible for the low level of political participation of women in Nigeria. The 
paper identified the patriarchal value system of Africa, colonialism, monetization of political 
contest, electoral violence, etc, as culprits and argued that existing patriarchal values should be 
jettisoned in favour of a more gender sensitive stance as this will allow women contribute their 
quota to the democratic and developmental processes in Nigeria. 
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1. Introduction               

 

Women worldwide face discrimination in the society. This subordination of women is more 

pronounced in the developing countries and even more in Nigeria. Studies indicate that at the 

societal level the discrimination of women is traceable to male authority and decision making in the 

home, rigid gender roles, definitions of masculinity that are linked to dominance or male honor, 

economic inequality between men and women, and the use of physical force for conflict resolution 

(Ezeh and Gage 1998; Morrow (1986).In Africa, cultural subordination of women is blamed on its 

patriarchal tradition. The family is the main institution of patriarchy (Kate Millet, 1970), which is 

an important concept in explaining gender inequality. Literarily, the term family means “the rule of 

the father”; more broadly, it refers to a society ruled and dominated by men over women. This is 

inherent in most African families. Giving men a higher social status over women has crept into 

public life, which reflects in state activities. The family plays an important role in maintaining this 

patriarchal order across generations. 

Traditional African societies are replete with norms, customs or values that have affected 

the life pattern of women in a way that is different from men. These values are usually inculcated 

into women from childhood. The pattern and the extent of internalization of these values vary from 

one society to the other. For some societies, the process of internalization is subtle while for others 

it takes the form of unbridled indoctrination (Ebijuwa 1995). 

 Before Nigeria’s independence in 1960, the British who colonized Nigeria also perpetuated 

the existing patriarchal tradition by not involving women in the process of governance.  They even 

suppressed the traditional institutions [kingship institution] that protected women against the 

injustice of the powerful ones in the community. The 1922 Sir Hugh Clifford Constitution 

disenfranchised women and limited the participation of adult male to the wealthy. This is not to say 

that there was no existing element of gender inequality in traditional state and stateless societies in 

Nigeria but that the colonial order made gender discrimination more pronounced. In traditional 

Yoruba states, for example, women held high political offices like the Iyalode [Women leader in the 

community], Iyaloja [Market women leader] and even the office of the Oba [King]. But at the 

establishment of the colonial order, women became estranged to these rights politically, but in the 

Yoruba Kingdoms they could still perform their traditional roles. Since then, the situation has 

remained the same, and the Nigeria women has continued to be repressed in politics and in public 
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decision-making (Nwankwo, 1996). In Nigeria, women’s subordinated position is seen as 

customary, and their value, which is mirrored in the legal status of women in Nigerian society, has 

been demoted and women have been reduced to the position of a legal minority under the 

sponsorship and protection of men for their entire life. (Connors 1988 in Okoronkwo 2001). 

 

2. Women and elective politics in Nigeria 

 

Over the years, there has been raging debates over the participation or the desire of women 

to participate in Nigerian politics. Some argue that: Women are regarded as the weaker sex, and this 

position is steeped deep in the social value, norms and beliefs of the Nigerian society. As such 

women’s meaningful contributions have been neglected and they have been placed in a subordinate 

position to men in the nation’s political system. This ‘sexual division of labour’ in the political 

system is often traced to the onset of colonialism in Nigeria. Politics in Nigeria seems to deliberately 

frustrate women.  

      Colonialism, according to Anya (2003), discriminated against women in all spheres of 

life; be it in property acquisition, commerce, corporate management, access to credit, etc. Feudalism 

also suppressed women’s interests and values. This, in his view, was further assisted by the imported 

religions which preached total subjugation of women to men, thereby confining their roles to the 

kitchens and making babies. Even the military regime dealt harshly with women, as they were absent 

from the public, political scheme of things. It is argued that the male dominated military state 

reflected the larger patriarchal context and values: 

Such norms and values rendered women’s struggle to engender politics an 
uphill and complicated task, as the “opponents” to the gender agenda 
tended to be in the most dominant institutions of power (Continue 
Dialogue2001: 56). 

 In Nigeria, culture seems to have conspired with colonialism and military rule to hold 

back women from participating in politics. Women are usually called upon in almost every struggle 

to fight for freedom, change, and democracy. The most unfortunate aspect of the matter is that the 

fruits of the battle have never been shared equally.  

  Furthermore, the biggest hurdle against the participation of women in politics in Nigeria 

is the increasing monetization of political contests. Political contests in Nigeria are also dialectically 
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linked to the process of primitive accumulation. The inherent survival and sustenance of the elite 

is tied to this. Therefore, only those willing to put themselves through a grindstone to oil this 

process can succeed. Wisdom Dureke, puts it this way: 

Our national experience shows that party politics is a huge commercial 
investment in the country; it is the true poverty eradication project. It gives 
the contractor politician access to our common wealth for looting. So these 
contractors want their candidates and their parties to win at all cost get 
party tickets at all cost too. Here lies the real headache for female aspirants.  
(CDCPA) 

 

 Female candidates are generally considered unusable because of the fact that they will not 

acquiescent to violence: 

The truth of the matter is that many political parties in the country consider 
female candidacy a risk on the ground that female politicians are not usually 
keen on doing violence. Political violence, we must acknowledge, has 
remained one of the best strategies by politicians in the country for 
electoral victories. Otherwise, how can you explain the increasing 
incidence of political violence in the country today? Candidates and 
political parties in different guises recruit thugs and show them off 
(CDCPA). 

 

Ifeyinwa Ofong argues that the traditional Nigerian attitudes, beliefs, and norms say that a 

woman should stay at home and care for the children. 

She is not expected to participate in politics, which is regarded as a male 
subject/occupation. This cultural limitation has further constrained the full 
participation of women in politics. The few women that have dared to seek 
for elective position in their political parties have been booed and rigged 
out by their male counterparts (Ofong 2002:4) 

 

Furthermore, Ofong contends that women, unlike their male counterparts, are not likely 

to receive reinforcement from Nigerian society for participation in politics. He argues that: 

The brand of politics being practiced in Nigeria has not helped matters, as 
a political aspirant would recruit the services of thugs, praise singers and 
bodyguards (Ofong Ifeyinwa2002) 

 

Adebiyi Bolaji isolates certain socio-stereotypes arising from age-old cultural beliefs that 

have hindered women’s access to politics. According to him: 
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Most political activities of consequence occur at night and as such places 
as hotels and even social clubs. A lot of people, including women would 
find it irresponsible for a woman to be outside her home at that time of 
the day or in such “ungodly” places. ( Adebiyi Bolaji, 2003)  

 

More so, there seems to be a consensus amongst many that Nigerian politics is based on 

high political virility – those who succeed are politicians who have all it takes to compete in the 

turbulent political environment; those who possess the wherewithal to take it by force when force 

is required; and that is the reason why Adeniyi (2003:353) has identified violence and other forms 

of electoral conflicts perpetrated and perpetuated by males as the major barriers confronting and 

inhibiting women’s active participation in Nigerian politics. Since men possess superior strength, 

and competitiveness, self-reliant, and are prepared to tussle in political endeavors, whereas women 

are considered too passive to engage in politics and governance. 

In Nigeria there seems to be no critical understanding of the difference between “a visible 

agenda for women and an impacting agenda for women.” (Nkoyo, 2002:29) While severally, 

emphasis is laid on women’s numerical strength, translating such into the attainment of power has 

been difficult as women are perceived as “supporters club, team of cheerers and clappers” in 

contrast to their male counterparts. Women politicians seek offices on the premise of being 

different; most believe they must do what men are doing to succeed. And the meekness of women 

is not to their advantage in political tussle. 

 Furthermore, women’s voices have been strident in their quest for power. This is because 

there are many socio-cultural and educational obstacles that hinder the realization of their 

objectives; a majority of interested women are relegated to the background because a good 

percentage of them lack the educational, economic, and political power necessary to actualize their 

innate potentials. These make the position of most Nigerian women relatively low and remain a 

disadvantaged group in terms of educational opportunity available in Nigeria. Women have doubted 

whether changes are necessary and have therefore succumbed to their social roles as mothers and 

wives. This has grossly affected the participation of women in politics. Coupled with this is the 

belief that the women’s’ place is in the kitchen and in the home to take care of children, and not at 

election rallies or in the speaker’s chair (Okoronkwo 2001). 

3. The Way Forward 
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 Williams (1988), Mabawonku (1988), and Olawoye (1994) have all emphasized the fact 

that the women are the nutritional bedrock of human society who feed and nurture mankind, and 

at the same time manages the home. That is the reason why we must interrogate or challenge our 

culture and set machinery in motion for the eradication of this false image of reality that place 

women in a permanent position of servitude. This will mean challenging the existing social 

structures, institutions and practices to (re) position women in the public scene where they can 

influence decision that affect their lives and those of others. This will allow women, who have long 

dominated the informal business sectors, to have a sense of belonging and thus command their 

commitment as stakeholders in the society. 

  Furthermore, if the practice of democracy in Nigeria is to be reliable women should be 

included in the political decision-making process and their concerns must be adequately catered to 

if democracy is to be truly participatory (Okoronkwo 2001). Nigerian democracy should entail equal 

distribution of private and public responsibilities and a more unbiased presence of men and women 

in political decision-making bodies. These needs are essential to address gender power imbalances 

and guarantee good control of government (Mensah, 1998).Therefore, gender equality in male and 

female participation should be everyone’s concern. Women should be given the right to vote and 

be voted for and not only to vote for. They should also be allowed to occupy higher positions in 

Nigeria politics by being voted for so as to exhibit their God-given talent for the betterment of the 

society and the country as a whole.  
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