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Introduction 
This paper intends to achieve the following objectives: 

1. To highlight evidences of gender inequality in Africa which hinder capacity building 
2. To establish that gender inequality is a major constraint to harnessing Africa's potentials 

for growth and development 
3. To proffer solutions that will drive rapid growth and development in Africa 

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) by the United Nations (UN) have been set to 
enhance growth and development in the-developing world. The goals are tailored towards improved 
living standard of people first by 2005 and finally by 2015. African countries are members of the UN 
and so are committed to the implementation of the MDGs, and the achievement of these goals are 
partly dependent on the harnessing of human potentials in Africa. The eight Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) by the United Nations (UN) are: 

(1) Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger 
(2) Achieve universal primary education 
(3) Promote gender equality 
(4) Reduce child mortality 
(5) Improve maternal health 
(6) Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria, and other diseases 
(7) Ensure environmental sustainability 
(8) Develop a global partnership for development 

Capacity Building 
Two Dictionaries were consulted to get a comprehensive meaning of the term 'capacity' 

Random House Websters College Dictionary defines capacity as the power of receiving knowledge or 
mental ability. It is also the actual or potential ability to perform. While Websters New Collegiate 
Dictionary defines capacity as the ability or power to grasp and analyze ideas and cope with problems. 
From the foregoing dictionary definitions of capacity building is thus equipping the individuals, 
irrespective of sex, with skills and knowledge they, require to perform effectively and efficiently in 
their callings. It could mean providing the necessary and essential training the individuals need to be 
able to use God-given potentials to the fullest. Capacity building could also mean enabling the 
individuals to make use of their creative potentials, intellectual capacities and leadership abilities for 
their personal growth as well as for the nation. Simply put, capacity building means empowerment of the 
individual for personal and professional growth. Some of the major factors that must be put in place 
for capacity building are literacy, skills training, adequate healthcare, funds, access to information 
and education. 

Growth and Development 
Obanya (2003) explains development to mean the prevailing notion of sustainable human development. In 
addition to that it could mean the sustainable material and environmental development. Obanya 
continues the definition by adding that development is "a state of well-being that focuses on human beings 
and on empowering the human person to work continuously towards making the world a better place for 
human creativity, enterprise, and quality living standards" (p45). Development is a user-friendly term 
commonly used with positive connotations and inferences. The aim of development is the improvement of 
human well-being by alleviating poverty, promoting equity, improving health and quality of human 
resources (Mukyala, 2006). A developed nation therefore is one where majority of its citizens live above 
poverty line, where necessary infrastructures are in place for human and economic development, and where 
there is growth and development when there is rise in the production of goods and services which is 
equitably distributed to achieve high standard of living. On the other hand, the major index of 



underdevelopment is poverty which implies inadequacy of income, goods, services and resources to meet 
human needs. In the context of this paper, growth and development are synonymous. 

Gender 
Gender is the socio-cultural meaning of being male or female. The gender constructs of maleness 

and femaleness are collectively shared, common and relate to tradition and way of life of the people. 
Mukyala (2006) adds that although gender is wrongly used as an euphemism for sex of people, it is not 
the biological fact of being a man or woman. Rather it is about the relationship between sexes and 
sexuality beliefs that go with them. Gender is therefore about man-made rules defining the lives and roles 
of males and females in society and the ultimate outcomes which significantly influence the 
socio-economic processes critical to growth and development. A very important point to note is that sex and 
gender are not synonymous; second that sex is God-made and biological while gender is man -made and 
socio-cultural. Whereas we cannot change God-made constructs for example, the genitals; we can change 
man-made gender constructs, for example beliefs that females are not intelligent and are also not good in 
sciences. Gender is not sex and does not refer to women; rather it is a social construct on the relations 
between men and women. However, majority of gender-discourse focus on women because they suffer most, 
if not all, the disadvantages of gender constructs in many developing countries and regions of the world. It is 
a fact of life that persuasive gender inequalities that hurt women are embedded in division of labour, family 
structure, resource allocation, decision-making, rights and privileges, developmental needs, and 
participation in _ governance. 

Gender Inequalities as Constructs to Harnessing Africa's Potentials for Growthand Development 
The constraints to building the capacity of every member of society arise from gender inequality. 

Unequal access to training, literacy, education resources, healthcare and governance for males and females, 
which is in favour of males, lead to a large percentage of members of any society to lack capacity which is 
needed to drive growth and development. Indeed, discrimination against women underscores the fact that 
women are denied most of the essential ingredients to utilize their potentials for the development of Africa. 
Women play a very vital role in the economy, and development. However, they are not adequately 
empowered to effectively play their role due to illiteracy and lack of education, among others. Indeed, 
gender disparity is a cankerworm that does no one male, female and children, any good. Rather it makes 
growth and development move at a snail speed (Azikiwe, 2006). 

In this paper, effort is made to highlight with statistical evidences the gender disparities, which 
are all in favour of male population, that exist in society. These disparities impact, negatively, on growth 
and development because they hinder capacity building of the female population which is estimated to be 52 
percent, in Africa, and 50.6in Sub-Saharan Africa(SSA). This paper will focus on disparities in education, 
labour force, health, and poverty (IBRD/World Bank, 2005: Mukyala, 2006). 

Education 
Education is a powerful instrument enhancing growth and development because it empowers the 

individual to utilize their potentials for personal and collective benefits. Education helps lift potentials 
for earning, expands labour mobility, reduces fertility, child and maternal mortality, promotes health of 
every member of the family, and affords the weak, disadvantaged and the poor a voice in the scheme of 
things (Flame, n.d). Education boosts and builds the capacity of people which ensures sustainability of 
growth and development. 

Flame (n.d) laments that in 22 African countries the gender gap in education is still wide, and it is 
unlikely that this will close by 2015. In the same vein, referring to UNIFEM (2000), Flame (n.d) adds that in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), there was decline in closing the gender gap in secondary 
school education in 11 out of 33 countries. Furthermore, the report adds that enrolment rates fail 
reflecting the drop-out rates which are higher for girls than Tor boys. The reasons for the high dropout fines for 
girls, include pregnancy, failure to pay school fees, failing exams, and the need lo help family. 

The illiteracy figures as at 2002 for 15 years and above population are 29 percent and 45  
percent for males and females respectively (IBRD/World bank, 2005). Similarly, Mukyala (2006) confirms 
that more males than females are literate and they (males) also have access to and control over land and 
other productive resources. 

Labour Forces  
Women in Africa are faced with many economic barriers as against women in other regions of the 

world where participation of women in paid employment is more than 50 percent. According to Flame (n.d), it 



is revealed that only about 1/3 (one-third) of economically active women in Africa are employees because the 
majority of African women are in the subsistence agriculture or informal sector. Africa suffers a set back 
in growth and development as about 2/3 (two-third) of her active workforce are unutilized. Percentage of 
labour force for females in SSA for 1990 and 2003 are 42.0 and 42.1 respectively (IBRD/World Bank, 2005). 
In Nigeria, women and girls make up an estimated 50.6 percent of the population and their earned income 
is estimated to be $532 as against men's income of $1.254, Obanya (2003). The paper further adds that for 
every woman engaged in economic activities, there are at least two men. The same picture obtains in Uganda 
where about 35 percent of women work for cash and other benefits in kind, 27 percent work for cash only, 
29percent are not paid at all, and 9 percent get paid in kind (Mukyala, 2006). For the whole of Africa, Okojie 
(2003) revealed that labour force participation for males and females are 49.7 and 33.8 percent respectively. 
Some of these barriers stem from patriarchy and they are sex-stereotype; illiteracy, gender 
discrimination such as preference for boy-child, pregnancy, child-bearing and rearing. 

Health 
Health is wealth, hence a healthy nation, nay, region is a wealthy region. Evidence abound that in 

addition to the malaria scourge that is devastating Africa, HIV/AIDS has raised the health issues in Africa 
to a alarming situation, and the worst hit are women. Flame (n.d) reveals HIV/AIDS claims Africa's youngest 
and most able population with disproportionate effect on women. Out of 33.6 million people living with 
HIV/AIDS, 23 million or 70 percent are in Africa, and 55 percent of the African figures are women (Flame, 
n.d.). The report adds that the fastest growing categories of new HIV/AIDS victims are young African 
women between the ages of 15 and 24. Furthermore, African women of this age bracket are four times more 
likely than young African men to be infected by HIV/AIDS. 

In addition to physical health problem, women suffer mental health problems which are often 
neglected. The causes of mental health problems include gender discrimination, gender roles and 
responsibilities, poverty and domestic violence. Two factors, income and gender affect women's and 
children's access to basic healthcare, hence boys are more likely to receive treatment for fever than girls. In 
any case, poverty has a larger impact than gender on access to basic healthcare (IBRD/World Bank, 2004). 

Poverty 
Countries in Africa are free and independent, some for over 50 years, but African are still wallowing 

in abject poverty despite many post-independence programmes aimed at improving standard of living, A 
large percent of people live below poverty line, and that is on less than USD 1 day, this is quantifiable 
poverty. (IBRD/World Bank, 2005). However, there is another angle to poverty which could be termed 
unquantifiable poverty. It is deprivation or diminutions of individuals' capabilities in health and education. 
Other indicators of poverty might include powerlessness, vulnerability, low self-esteem, dependence, 
isolation, and exclusion from decision-making and governance. All these vices are associated with the 
female population and justifies the saying that "poverty has a woman's face and voice.' 

In 2001, IBRD World Bank (2005) states that an estimate of 313 million or 46.4 percent of the 
people live on less than USD 1 a day, while those living on less than USD 2 a day are 516 million 
or 76.6 percent. Whereas in 1999, the figures stood al294 millions or 45.7 percent and 489 millions or 76.1 
for less than USD 1 and USD 2 respectively. From the above data, poverty is getting worse instead of 
improving considering all the development programmes put in place to fight poverty by many African 
countries. Indeed, eradicating poverty and improving lives in SSA, which is one of the MDGs, might not be 
realizable in the nearest future and 2015 as hundreds of millions of people are 
still trapped in poverty. 

Concluding Remarks 
The importance of education and good health to national growth and development is 

emphasized by IBRD World Bank (2005). The Report reiterates that poor health and lack of education 
deprive people of productive employment which is an index of development. The slow growth rate in SSA 
is partly attributed to gender disparities in access to education and health care services. The picture of 
Africa is discouraging with regards to development as IBRD/World Bank (2005) laments that progress has 
been slow in parts of Africa where more than l00 million children, are out of school. 

Gender inequalities in education and employment combined are estimated to have reduced SSA's 
per capita growth by 0.8 percent per annum since 1962. If SSA has been successful like East Asia, where 
the gender gap in education has been narrowed, the region's per capita income would have grown by 0.9 
percent per annum (Tanzam, 2006), Arising from data above, it might not be an overstatement to conclude 
(hat SSA is getting poorer rather than the opposite. Therefore there is to a large extent a verifiable linkage 



between gender and poverty, and so elimination of gender inequality is the right path to growth and 
development in Africa where males and females are seen not to be equal partners in progress. Growing 
empirical evidence suggests that gender inequality is a significant constraint to growth in Africa (Tanzarn, 
2006). 

Having realized the danger gender inequality poses to global development, gender equity has 
become a mantra in every global development programmes. The achievement of the 8 MDGs hinges on 
gender equality as UN has prioritized the promotion of gender equality and women's empowerment. 
Tanzarn (2006) reaffirms that gender equality is not perceived as just a goal in its own right but is taken to be 
central to the achievement of all the other MDGs. It has been established that there is a strong correlation 
between gender inequality and poverty, and so, it is a core development issue. Indeed, promoting gender 
equality is an important part of development strategy that will be for the good of all, men and women alike. 
Gender-equality strategy therefore is one of the vehicles with which to escape poverty and improve standard 
of living (IBRD/World Bank, 2001). Gender inequality keeps the female population at a disadvantage, and 
stifles the development prospects of their societies (The World Bank, 2006). The report further adds that 
when a country educates its citizens irrespective of sex and gender, the economic productivity tends to rise, 
maternal and infant mortality rates usually fall, fertility rates decline and the health and the education 
prospects of future generations improve. 

Since growth is rise in the production of goods and services as well as transformation of society 
through increase and distribution of wealth for improved standard of living to the people, human 
potentials must be harnessed to the optimum for wealth creation which grows the economy and thereby 
hindering accelerated growth and development. In addition to factors already discussed, other gender issues 
that impede effective harnessing of human potentials for Africa's growth "and development are 
patriarchy, preference for boy-child, early marriage, teenage pregnancy, and traditional inheritance 
right. In conclusion, gender inequality is a cog in the wheel of human growth and development with its 
attendant under-development. This paper therefore reiterates that gender inequality does more harm than 
good to growth and development in Africa. It has joined other voices calling for gender equality because 
gender issues have serious implications to Africa achieving the MDGs in 2015. 

Finally, the problem of most developing countries as has been observed by Azikiwe (2001) is that 
policy makers and planners arc blind to the constraints encountered by women, as well as fail to see the 
necessity of incorporating females' specific requirements in development programmes and strategies. In 
view of this neglect and bias, Africa will lag behind in the implementation and achievement of the 
MDGs if policies, programmes and strategies put together are not gender-sensitive and friendly. Gender 
equality will empower female population in Africa and with this, half the population of the continent of 
Africa, and the other neglected and incapacitated leg of Africa, the female population, will be strong 
enough to quicken its(Africa) march towards growth and development (Azikiwe, 1997). 

 
The Way Forward 

The following suggestions will go a long way to eliminate gender disparities in every aspect of 
Africa's development journey to 2015. Among other strategies are: 

y    Africa nations should show firm and unreserved commitment to the third MDG- promote 
gender equality-by mainstreaming gender in policies, programmes, and governance.. 

> Education should be made available and accessible (o every African child, irrespective of sex; 
from primary to tertiary level for empowerment of the female population. 

> Adequate and affordable health care services especially should be provided for people living 
with HIV/AIDS, and for the treatment of other deadly diseases that incapacitate women and 
girls such as cancer and malaria. 

> Close gender gap in the labour force by quantifying the productive, reproductive, and 
domestic work performed by women, and women should be adequately equipped to perform 
these roles through literacy, education, resources, training and recognition. 

> Legislation to deconstruct any culture and tradition that discriminate against girls and women 
and firm commitment to the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against  
Women (CEDAW). 

> Special sensilization programmes targeting the male population in order to deconstruct the 



age-old mental, social and psychological orientations and socialization that reinforce gender 
inequality. 

> Governments to put in place programmes, policies and enabling environment that will  
stimulate economic growth for female population through entrepreneurship credit facilities to. 
tackle poverty. 

> Gender relations to be embedded into development interventions for every sector-education 
political, economic, social, agriculture, health. 
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