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ABSTRACT 
 

Political participation is a voluntary act which encompasses wide range of political activities, including 
voting at election, contesting for political and party offices, attending political rallies, joining political 
parties and many more. Although, these political activities are considered to be "free zone" to all 
qualified citizens, especially in liberal democracies irrespective of disparities in wealth, education and 
gender, experiences in African countries generally and Nigeria in particular show that certain cultural 
values have systematically over the years impeded female gender from participating in politics, at least 
to a certain degree which to some extent tend to re-define the tenets of participatory democracy. With 
convincing data, the paper unveils the extent these cultural values have impeded the female folks from 
participating in politics in Nigeria and proposes alternative suggestions.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Problematic  
 
Historical evidences in many societies, both during the 
ancient and modern periods support the idea of male 
domination over their female folks in many spheres of 
human endeavour. The literature on the subjugation of 
women to men’s domination knows no bound with such 
literature covering wide range of issues, including the 
body, class and work, disability, the family, globalization, 
human rights, culture, race and racism, reproduction, 
science, the self, sex, work, human trafficking and 
sexuality. 

Throughout ages and virtually in all cultures, women 
were rarely considered equal to their male counterparts. 
From the home as daughter, wife, and mother, through 
the school, office and church as student, employee and 
worshiper respectively, to the public sphere of life as in 
business and politics, women are known to have been 
discriminated, marginalised and dominated through the 
combination of gender-biased cultural norms and 
practices which were in favour of men. 

In Ancient Rome, an adulterous wife could be killed by 
her husband without trial, while the reverse attracted no 
punishment  on  the  man  (Keiefer,  1934).  The  Ancient  

Hebrew also considered women as legally minor and 
thus preferred a male child to a female child who was 
seen as inferior to the former. Pre-historical culture 
considered women as part of men’s possession such that 
their wives’ virginity is exclusively “part of the personal 
estate of their husbands” (Izugbara, 2013:283), and the 
absence of which attracted severe punishment. Nowhere 
is the inferiority and subordination of female gender made 
clearer than in sacred texts – the Holy Bible and the 
Quran. 

African societies, including Nigeria are equally replete 
with several cultural practices which tend to promote 
male superiority over the female gender. In the case of 
Nigeria for instance, Enemuo (1999: 230) has rightly 
observed that “Nigerian communities approve such 
practices as preference for male child, payment of bride 
price, female circumcision or female genital mutilation, 
FGM, negative attitude (to women) towards 
childlessness, degrading widowhood practices and 
inheritance practices that discriminate against women… 
giving away girls in marriage early and without their 
consent” Enemuo (1999: 230-231) has further analysed 
the implication of each of these discriminatory practices 
against women in the following words: 

 



 
 
 
 
 
The widespread preference for the male child 
means, in part, the families often prefer to send 
the boy to school and not the girl since she is 
expected to stay at home to help nurture her 
siblings and to be married off soon. It is therefore 
not surprising that women constitute the majority 
of the illiterate population of most communities. 
Girls given out early in marriage do not only have 
their education aborted but are additionally 
exposed to early pregnancies and visico vaginal 
fistula, a disease which leaves its victims 
deformed and unable to control urination. When 
marriages do not result in children, it is often the 
wives that are blamed and consequently 
subjected to inhuman psychological pressures 
and dangerous medications. Traditional 
widowhood practices in most communities are 
such that compound the tragedy of the 
unfortunate women and also seriously endanger 
her health.                     

 
Many other scholars including Aina (2012), Soetan 
(2014) and Agbalajobi (2010) have unveiled the travail of 
the female gender humiliation, manipulation and 
marginalization through a number of culturally biased 
norms and practices which has culminated into 
systematic institutionalization of male superiority over the 
female in all spheres of life – socio-culturally, 
economically and politically. Indeed, the life circle of a 
woman from the cradle to the grave is said to be 
characterized by all manners of violent relates 
manipulation and control of women by men through sex 
selective, abortion, different access to medical care, 
incest and sexual harassment in the workplace, rape, 
marital rape, abuse of widow, etc. (Aina, 2012:84). Our 
focus here however, is to explore the process through 
which the Nigerian political space became predominantly 
a reserve the male gender to the exclusion of their female 
counterparts, and identity instances Nigerian women 
have been politically marginalized or otherwise. 

Over the years, the Nigerian political scene has been 
characterized by patriarchism which in the words of 
Heywood (2007:98), generally connotes the “rule by 
men”. Although, women were politically active and 
relatively less exclusive in decision-making process in 
many pre-colonial societies, the advent of colonial 
administration with its anti-women policies gradually 
transformed a hitherto politically gender-unbiased to a 
predominantly male dominated political scene. For 
instance, women were known to have occupied very 
influential political offices, including the highest political 
office (the King or the Oba) among the Yorubas. Female 
individuals such as the Iyalode of Ibadan, Efunsetan 
Aniwura, Moremi of Ile-Ife, Queen Amina of Zaria, etc. 
were powerful political forces who occupied very 
sensitive positions in the overall political hierarchy of their  
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respective communities (see table 1 below for statistics of 
men traditional rulers in pre-colonial Nigeria). Some of  
these women performed credibility even as military 
warlords in their respective communities. On the other 
hand, the offices of the President or the Head of State 
and the Defence Minister in Nigeria since independence 
till date have been the exclusive reserved areas for the 
male gender. Apart from major political offices which 
were keenly manipulated by men, statistics also show 
that “women are grossly under-represented in public life 
and decision-making positions”. Udegbe (1998), had for 
instance, demonstrated that women representation in the 
three tiers of government since independence in 1960 till 
late 1990s was as low as two per cent. Similar trends 
were witnessed under successive administrations, both 
military and civilian. The little improvement made in 
female gender political representation in recent time were 
only marginal. 

Two major colonial policies helped to promote 
partriachism in Nigerian politics. One, the colonial 
considered “only men to be active in the public sphere 
and earn a living to support their families” (Assie-
Lumuba, 1996). Consequently, few educational 
assistance programmes under the colonial administration 
were reserved for only African male who were later 
recruited into colonial civil service and merchant houses. 
This practice gave African male gender undue advantage 
over their opposite sex and thus marked the beginning of 
women under-representation in formal agencies of 
government. Secondly, the restructuring of the African 
traditional economies and their linkage with the 
international capitalist economic system transformed the 
Nigerian economy to producer of primary crops which 
were to be exported to Europe as cheap raw materials in 
their factories. African male quickly filled the vacuum of 
producers and exporters of these crops while their female 
counterparts concentrated on the production of food 
crops and domestic management. The control over 
export crops resources and other merchandise activities 
by the male gender partly accounted for the post-
independence domination of the Nigerian political scene 
by men who could fund the cost of elections. 

Having tasted political power and found it appealing, 
the male gender continued to consolidate its position by 
fencing out their female counterparts from the 
mainstream political activities where the real power lies. 
At best, women were strategically, through several 
means including cultural exclusion, reduced to the 
second fiddle offices of ‘deputy’ and ‘vice’. 

This development has raised several questions which 
remained largely unanswered, and has equally attracted 
many gender-related studies and intellectual discourse 
on gender-related matters. Against this background, this 
paper attempts to address some of these questions and 
thus, constitutes a gap-filling or gap-bridging in the ever  
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Table 1. Statistics of Women Traditional Rulers in Pre-Colonial Days 
 

S/N Name Town/Village LGA State Type of Rule Date 

1. Luwo Gbadiaya Ife Ife Central L.G. Osun Ooni of Ife Pre-colonial days 
2.  Iyayun Oyo Oyo L.G. Oyo Alaafin Pre-colonial days 
3. Orompoto Oyo Oyo L.G. Oyo Alaafin Pre-colonial days 
4. Jomijomi Oyo Oyo L.G. Oyo Alaafin Pre-colonial days 
5. Jepojepo Oyo Oyo L.G. Oyo Alaafin Pre-colonial days 
6. Queen Amina Zauzau  Zaria Emir Pre-colonial days 
7. Daura Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
8. Kofono Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
9. Eye-moi Akure Akure Ondo 

 
Regent- 
Monarch 

 

Pre-colonial days 
1705-1735 AD 

 
10. Ayo-Ero Akure Akure Ondo 

 
Regent- 
Monarch 

 

Pre-colonial days 
1850-51 AD 

11. Gulfano Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
12. Yawano Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
13. Yakania Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
14. Walsam Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
15. Cadar Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
16. Agagri Daura Daura Emirate Katsina Queen Pre-colonial days 
17. Queen Kanbasa Bony Bony L.G. Rivers Queen Pre-colonial days 

 

Source. Ayabam, A. T. (2013) 

 
 
increasing literature on gender studies in Nigeria.                 
 
Feminism and Gender Inequality in Nigeria: Some 
Theoretical Considerations  
 
We make haste to clarify the two concepts: Feminism 
and Gender, before proceeding with discussion that 
connects the two, and their application to Nigeria 
situation. Feminism is here considered as “both a critique 
and an ideology” (Udokang and Awofeso, 2012:159). As 
a critique, feminism opposes patriarchy, that is, “a system 
of male authority, which oppresses women through the 
social, political and economic institutions” (McLean and 
McMillan, 2003:196). As an ideology, feminism is a belief 
system which preaches equal rights for women and their 
emancipation from all forms of domination exerted by 
men. Feminism has equally been regarded as both an 
intellectual commitment and a political movement that 
seeks justice for women and the end of sexism in all 
forms.  

Gender on the other hand, “is not a synonym for 
women” (Osezua and Osezua, 2008:63), neither is it a 
derogatory stigma for the male opposite sex. Although, 
‘sex’ is a biological terminology – “an anatomical 
distinction between being a male and a female” (Aina, 
2012:6), gender is a more or less a social construct – “a 
socially constructed inequality between women and 
men”, (Enemuo, 1999:227). To be academically 
meaningful, gender is better understood as a product of 
the way a particular society views and analyses the 
relationship between male and female, which again are 
determined by a number of factors, especially, the 
cultural values of that society. This presupposes that 
perceptions on gender are not immutable; they vary from 

one society to another, and change from time to time. For 
better clarification of the concept of gender, the 
distinction between sex and gender provided by Aina 
(2012:6) is very instructive and highly illuminating:        
     

Sex attributes are universal and are often not 
adaptable to change, whereas gender attributes 
are culturally specific, and are subjected to 
change across cultures and historical epochs. 
Each cultural system creates a set of beliefs and 
practices for men and for women that define the 
relationship between them. Thus, the definition of 
gender insists that the situation of men and 
women must be analysed in relationship to each 
other, and not in isolation.   

 
Although, feminists thought vary, feminism and feminist 
movements and ideas cut across national boundaries 
and cultures with common agitation for the social 
reconstruction of the society that made women 
permanently subservient to men domination socio-
culturally, politically and economically. To this end, 
feminists, the world over, reject gender inequality and 
“oppose discrimination policies against women in both 
public and private spheres; they seek for equality of 
women in all ramification-political, economic, 
educationally and opportunity wise” (Udokang and 
Awofeso, 2012:159).   
 
Political Participation and Gender Representation in 
Nigeria: Historical Exploration  
 
Maclosky (1968) defines political participation as 
voluntary activities shared by members of a society in the  
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Table 2. Comparism of Women Representation in the 1999, 2003, 2007 and 2011 Nigerian Elections 
 

 1999 2003 2007 2011 
Office  Seat 

Available 
Women Seat 

Available 
Women Seat 

Available 
Women Seat 

Available 
Women 

President P 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 
Senate  109 3 (2.8) 109 4 (3.7) 109 9. (8.3) 109 7 (6.4) 
House of 
Rep 

360 12 (3.3) 360 21 (5.8) 360 25 (6.9) 360 26 (7.2) 

Governor  36 0 36 0 36 0 36 0 
State House 
of Assembly 
SHA  

990 24 (2.4) 990 40 (3.9) 990 57 (5.8) 990 68 (6.9) 

SHA 
Committee 
Chairperson 

829 18 (2.2) 881 32 (3.6) 887 52 (5.9) 887 - 

LGA 
Chairperson  

710 13 (1.8) 774 15 (1.9) 740 27 (3.6) 740 - 

Councillors  6368 69 (1.1) 6368 267 
(4.2) 

6368 235 
(3.7) 

6368 - 

 

Source. Eyeh (2010) (2012); Irabor (2012) and Okoronkwo-Chukwu (2013). 

 
 

Table 3. Trends of Women Deputy Governors in Nigeria Since 1999 
 

Election Year  No. of Women Deputy Governors 

1999 1 

2003 2 

2007 6 

2011 1 

 

Source. Adapted from Ogunyankin (2012)

  
 
Table 4. Global Comparism of Percentage of Women in National Parliament. 

 

 Both Houses Lower House Upper House 
World Average 19.5% 19.7% 18.7% 
Sub-Saharan Africa  20.4 19.4 20.2 
Nigeria's Percentage  5.5% 5.3% 6.4% 

 

Source. Ogunyankin (2012) 

 
 

Table 5. Participation in Elections in Nigeria by Gender in April 2011. 
 

Office Contested  Gender Total 

Female Candidates  Male Candidates  
President  1  19  20 
Vice President  3 17 20 
Governor 13 340 353 
Deputy Governor 58 289 347 
House of Reps 220 2,188 2,408 
Senatorial 90 800 890 

 

Source. British Council (2012). 
 
 
selection of their rulers and directly or indirectly involve in 
the formation of public policies”. In a similar tone, Weiner 
also conceives of political participation in the following 
words: 
 

 Is voluntary activities shared by members of a 

society in the selection of their rulers and directly 
or indirectly involve themselves in the formation 
of public policies. 
 

From the above definition of political participation, it 
appears that those actions (e.g. voting at elections, 



108  J. Res. Peace Gend. Dev.   
 

 
 
campaigning, contesting at election) must voluntarily or 
willingly come from the individuals before they can be 
described as active political participants. Otherwise, any 
attempt aimed at coercing people to get involved in these 
activities is a contradiction of the above definitions. It is 
obvious from the above definition that a wide range of 
activities would qualify as political participation. Lester 
Milbrath (1965) classifies these activities into three, 
namely: gladiatorial activities, transitional activities and 
spectator activities. Political activities such as holding 
public or party offices, canvassing for party funds, 
contesting at election, etc. are classified under 
gladiatorial activities. Transitional activities also include 
activities such as attending political meetings or political 
rally, making monetary contribution to political parties, 
etc. Spectator activities on the other hand include political 
activities such as wearing of party badges, caps, 
uniforms or emblems, running errands for political 
leaders, voting at elections, etc. 

Using Milbrath’s classification of political participation 
and political representation at the highest category of 
political participation – the gladiatorial activities, had 
always favoured the male gender in Nigeria since 
independence till date. Available statistics on gender 
representation in public offices, especially, at the highest 
decision making levels such as the offices of the 
president, state governor and local government 
chairperson, reveal that female representation was 
almost at zero frequency. Except in few instances where 
women were elected as local government chairpersons, 
no women has ever in the history of Nigerian elections, 
been elected as chief executive both at the national and 
state levels. Similarly, a summary of gender 
representation in the National Assembly during the 1999, 
2003, 2007 and 2011 elections, put together, shows that 
women were ridiculously under-represented by 5% in 
each of the two Houses of Assembly. Besides, no woman 
had ever ascended the office of the Senate President, 
while the only female, Patricia Etteh, who was elected as 
Speaker of the House of Representatives in 2007, was 
impeached by a male dominated House before the end of 
her tenure. 

On the other hand, available statistics also confirms 
that female gender in Nigeria, in most instances, and for 
several reasons, participate in politics at the least level of 
Milbrath’s classification of political activities – the 
spectator activities. Here, women are mostly engaged in 
rallies and campaign activities where the uniforms, caps 
and badges of respective political parties are freely 
displayed on them. More often than not, the female 
gender are easily mobilized for the election victory of 
male candidates who are more financially buoyant than 
their female counterparts. In this regard, Okoronkwo-
Chukwu (2013:40) in a study on the 2011 general 
elections in Nigeria, refers to women “as active 
participants in the success of their male counterparts 
during  elections”.  Women  are  also  known  to  have  

 
 
 
 
registered as voters more than men in successive voters’ 
registration exercises, while statistics equally support that 
women turnout in successive elections in Nigeria are 
usually greater than that of men. Yet, all these could not 
translate women representation in elective positions into 
an appreciable level in Nigeria.                    

Milbrath’s middle level classification of political 
participation into transitional activities which include 
attending political meetings, attending political rallies, 
making monetary contribution to candidates and political 
parties, etc. are equally male dominated activities, which 
had enhanced male gender overall political participation 
and consequent domination of political affairs. The 
prevalence of godfatherism and nocturnal meetings by 
politicians are common practices that only the male 
gender in Nigeria can easily comply with their demands 
and terms, as against the female gender who are 
naturally exposed to criticism if they comply with those 
terms. 
Okoronkwo-Chukwu’s (2013) observation, in this regard, 
clearly explains the dilemma of Nigerian female 
politicians.   
 

It is very difficult for a married woman to 
participate in politics without people casting 
aspersion on her person as promiscuous. A 
husband’s consent must be obtained and his 
relatives consulted before a woman enters into 
politics. An unmarried woman venturing into 
politics is simply inviting public scrutiny to her 
private and personal life. Political opponents will 
accuse of sleeping with all the party stalwarts to 
win. In addition, the nocturnal hours politicians 
keep in strategizing and mapping out campaigns 
deter women from effectively following the 
electioneering process. Most times meetings are 
called for in unholy hours when they are 
expected to take care of their children and 
homes. The ones that brave it to the venues are 
booed and taunted by opponents as shameless 
women. Majority of the people in Nigeria believe 
that no decent woman can play politics without 
compromising their virtue; all the women that go 
into it are seen as women of easy virtue even 
when they are married. Women themselves see 
the name calling and odd hours fixed for 
meetings as schemes hatched by the men to 
remove them from the happenings in the political 
circle. This attitude of the society creates a 
sense of apathy in the women and explains the 
reason why they are more comfortable as voters, 
mobilizers, praise singers and supporters to 
male candidates. 

 
Tables 2, 3, 4 and 5 above further buttress our discussion 
so far in this section and clearly demonstrate the age 
long  domination  of  female  gender  by  their  male  
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Table 6. Net Primary and Secondary Enrolment Ratio 1990-2009. Nigeria 
 

 All Female % Male % 
Year  Primary Secondary Primary Secondary Primary Secondary 
1990 51 24 48 22 54 26 
2003 60 35 57 33 64 38 
2009 61 44 58 44 64 44 

 

Source. National Population Commission (2011). 
 
 
counterparts in diverse areas of political participation and 
representation in Nigerian politics. 

While tables 2, 3, 4, and 5 above clearly showed the 
extent women were grossly underrepresented in elective 
positions from 1999 till 2011, similar trends were also 
witnessed in appointive positions under successive 
regimes in Nigeria. For instance, only 4 out of the 29 
senior ministers (13.7%) and 3 out of the 18 junior 
minsters (16.6%) were female political appointees under 
President Obasanjo on assumption of office in May, 
1999. He also “appointed 2 women advisors, and 2 
senior special assistants and 6 special assistants and 1 
special assistant to the Vice-President as well as 8 
permanent secretaries”. This however represents a 
departure from earlier regimes, especially, the military 
regime. 

It should be noted that the number of women 
representation in appointive positions continued to 
increase under the Yar’Adua and Jonathan’s 
administrations, but no complementary increase was 
witnessed in elective positions. Indeed, while there was 
an appreciable increase in the number of women who 
contested for political offices during the 2011 general 
elections, the outcome showed that the number of 
women elected dropped when compared with the 2007 
general election where fewer women contested election.   
   
Gender Inequality and Women Underrepresentation in Nigeria: 
A Cultural Explanation  
 
We have clearly demonstrated above with conviencive 
data the poor state of women political representation in 
historical Nigeria in both elective and appointive 
positions. On a global stage, the percentage comparison 
of Nigerian women representation in national parliament 
was 6.4% as against sub-Sahara Africa and world 
average which were 20.2% and 18.7% respectively in 
2011 (see table 6 above). Interestingly, the British council 
report on gender party in 2012 shows that Nigeria 
occupied 118 positions out of 192 countries. This was 
equally corroborated by the United Nations development 
Programme (UNDP) which concludes that “women 
participation in politics and decision-making (in Nigeria) is 
still inadequate” (Ayabam, 2013; Asaju and Adagba, 
2013). 

Despite the United Nations declaration of 1975-1985 
as the United Nations’ Decade for women and 
subsequent conferences organized by the United Nations 

in 1992 (the Rio Conference on Environment and 
Development); 1993 (the Vienna Human Right 
Conference); 1995 (the Copenhagen Summit on Social 
Development); and 1995 (the Beijing World Conference), 
all of which Nigeria effectively participated and signed 
their legal instruments, women participation and 
representation in politics continued to fall below 
expectation. It is instructive to note that successive 
governments continued to ignore the Beijing 35% 
affirmation action for women participation.   

Several factors, including funding, women’s perception 
of politics in Nigeria, political violence during election, 
lack of self-confidence on the part of women, women’s 
marginalization in party leadership, illiteracy and low 
educational status of women as well as cultural and 
religious discrimination have been identified by scholars 
as inhibiting factors to women’s political representation 
(Ayabam, 2013:52-4). 

The cultural factors appear to be more damming and 
highly entrenched in Nigerian politics than other factors. 
This factor roundly concludes that a woman’s place is in 
the hone where she is expected to care for her husband 
and children and not to be rubbing shoulders with the 
male gender in politics. This assumption rests on the 
social-biological school suggested by Ritzer (1984) which 
identifies the biological dissimilarities between men and 
women as being responsible for sexual division of labour 
in all societies. Proponents of this school of thought 
“believed that women were naturally and biologically 
inferior to men”. Hence, women “as a result of their 
inferiority, did ‘menial’ duties of cooking, housekeeping 
and domestic coining, while men fought war, went 
hunting and performed the hard tasks” (Izugbara, 
2013:296). “It is this programme that assigns men to the 
‘hand’ life of politics and leadership, governance and 
headship and women to ‘soft’ life of mother, home-
tenders and housekeepers.      
 
 
SUMMARY AND CONCLUDING REMARKS     
 
The paper has been able to establish that gender political 
inequality and women’s political underrepresentation in 
Nigeria over years are pervasive. Also identified in the 
paper are the factors responsible for this poor state of 
women political representation in Nigeria of particular 
interest are the cultural factors that impinge on women’s 
political participation in Nigeria.  
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Opinion however varies on how to redress this 
situation. Whichever position suggested, it is the view of 
this paper that no reasonable achievement can be 
realized on the part of Nigerian government without 
political will to implement the required policy measures. It 
is on this note that the paper recognizes the present 
government of President Jonathan 31% implementation 
of women’s representation in politics. It is the same 
political will that propelled South Africa and Rwanda 43% 
and 65% women participation in politics in respective 
countries. Nigeria can also borrow a leaf from these 
countries. 
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