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INTRODUCTION 
On the eve of the new millennium the need to empower women to sustain the democratic process looms 

larger, more so that there is a global agreement that women have been and are continuing to be marginalised 
in every sphere of endeavour, except perhaps in the home front. This marginalization has been very 
persistent because amongst other reasons the majority of women are not educated (UNICEF 1991). According 
to this same UNICEF report an estimated 855 million people (nearly one sixth of humanity) are functional 
illiterates and of these number women and girls crowd these number disproportionately, representing two out 
of every three children in the developing world. 

In Nigeria the story is not different; being a country of over 100 million people, women and girls make up 
about half of this population. This means that there are about 50 million girls and women who because of their 
lack of education and a political will are being marginalized. This number is too great to be neglected without a 
corresponding adverse effect. To redress this ill, Nigeria was fully represented at the Fourth World Conference 
on women in Beijing China in 1995. At the conference, of the thirty-eight point declarations made were thirty 
one either directly or indirectly related to the empowerment of this large and vital segment of the population 
so that they can contribute their quota not only to economic growth but political stability and sustenance of 
the democratic process. At the conference it was agreed that no nation can be fully developed if efforts are not 
made to resolve the various problems of women thereby placing them on a pedestal that can enable them 
contribute to nation building. 

Women as human beings have great potentials that if developed and tapped can usher us into the next 
millennium without the attendant problems of the 20th century. The concept of empowerment within the 
framework of this paper does not posit women's complete take over of the leadership role but that they should 
be given the opportunity along side their male counterparts to contribute to the democratic process. Before 
now women have been branded the "Scum of the earth", and "Second Class Citizens" who should be seen and 
not heard. This short circuited mentality does not go well for any sustained democratic effort. For indeed 
history has proved that where men have failed, women have succeeded. 

EMPOWERING WOMEN AND POLITICS 
To empower, according to Webster's dictionary is to give official authority or legal power to. The 

concept of empowering a person therefore presupposes that before the period of empowerment, the person 
had no right, and no power to do certain things. This was the position of women before the beginning of the 
20th century, and women who lived and died then, died with their great ideas, potentials, and abilities, simply 
because they were not allowed to speak out. Remember they were to be seen not heard. Whatever potentials 
they had were not developed since the traditions of the male dominated society did not permit it, so whatever 
potential they had remained with them and only politics the knew was that of securing inheritances for their 
male children. 

Politics, being an act of two gets what and when was practised only in the confines of the home. With 
education however came enlightenment and women started vying for positionshowever few. 

If democracy is the government of the people by the people, it means women are supposed to play an 
active role 

in it since they are also people. Full participation by women involves: 
- registering their names on the register of people to vote during elections. 



- voting during elections. 
being members of any political party of their choice. 
vying for election into any office(s) 
taking Interest in public matters and defending their rights. 
expressing their opinions before anybody without fear. 

Since ours is a male dominated society, and preference is given even from birth to the male child 
according to Umar (1997) the political scenario is not different. Because men have the economic or financial 
power, again they are found to dictate the tune of the happiness in the political scene forgetting that women 
have both the emotional stability and responsible leadership qualities that when added to their maternal 
attributes produce sensitive and sensible leadership which are critical to sustainability of democracy. Men 
have been reported to batter their women the express: 

- a different political opinion 
- show a different interest from that of the men 
- vote differently and 
- indicate interest to vie for an office (UNICEF 1994). 
Reasons given for this battering include the fact that the women politicians are prostitutes, they no longer 

care for the home as they hardly at home, and the last reason is the belief that politics is a man's affair, and 
because this belief is deeply engrained in the society, society itself frowns at women politicians, and 
consciously or unconsciously there are both overt and covert (subtle) hinderance placed on her path, were it not 
so how can we explain the fact that in a nation of over 100 million people, and over 50% of them women, there 
were only 4 women senators in a house of 109 members, and only 14 in a House of 364 national assembly men 
and of the 48 ministers there are only 7 women. The proportion is grossly and acutely lopsided, and it goes to 
prove that women are not effectively participating in politics. This lopsid-edness has been further elaborated 
by Imo (1997) who observed that in 1979, of the 47.4 million registered voters, 24.4 million were women and 
yet the elected Shagari administration appointed only two women in its 38 member cabinet; Ahmad (1999) 
also noted that none of the parties of the second republic were gender sensitive. In the Buhari regime, there 
were 19 members in the supreme military council, and 18 members on the council of ministers. There was no 
single women in the cabinet, so much for empowering women!! 

General Babangida had a 28 member Armed Forces Ruling Council and 19 Governors, again there was no 
woman on the council, it was only at the tail end of his stay did they have two female deputy Governors in 
Kaduna and Lagos. Shonekan appointed 32 cabinet ministers with only one woman, late Abacha had a 
cabinet of 30 with only 2 women. 

The Local government elections of 1994 had less than 10 women winning, and the same was obtained in 
the last election. The question to ask is, where is the result of the empowerment of women? Are we really 
empowering women or are we just paying lip-service? 

POLITICAL LEGACY OF THE NIGERIAN WOMAN 
Women in the history of our country have played a stabilising role, not only that but they have 

advocated for peace and peaceful resolutions to crisis in our country. In the recent past (Dr. Mrs.) Maryam 
Abacha formed the African First ladies peace mission. This move was anchored on the fact that peace times are 
the only times for meaningful and purposive development, and the time for sustainable democracy and 
politicking. 

In the past, women have had important roles in the political lives of their communities despite hostilities 
and the patrilineal system of the society. In the old Borno empire there were seven women within the palace 
walls who played active roles in organizing the internal structures of the palace and its connection with the 
state organizations along clear 

 



lines of political control over territories and authorities decision making action. They were called "Magira". 
Amongst the Nupe people, "Sonya", and "Sagi" are positions held by who welded a lot of power 

amongst both men and women. The historical Queen Amina of Zauzau lead men in war, she conquered almost 
the whole of Hausa land and she went as far as Nupe land. In neighbouring Daura was the famous "Bayajida" 
who was renowned for establishing a political structure over Hausa land. The roles played by the "Omu" in 
Igboland (Okonja 1976) and "lyadole" in Yoruba land (Awe 1977) cannot be forgotten too soon, so are names 
like Idia of Benin, Madam Tinubu and Mrs. Anikulapo Kuti of Lagos. These women had leadership abilities and 
strong political influence and they saved their different communities from total anarchy and chaos. 

EFFECTS OF LACK OF EMPOWERING WOMEN. 
Since women form 50% of the Nigerian population and not empowering them means they will not be 

able to participate effectively and meaningfully in politics. The following would result if they are 
marginalized. 

- Slow national development. The limited participation of women in any political life slows down 
national 
development because their skills, abilities, knowledge, experience, are untapped. Women have been 
known 
to be more sensitive to the needs of both their family and people around them, this attitude coupled 
with fact 
that they have been found to be more committed to whatever they have to do, (World Bank Publication 
1994) 
they are good catalysts in governance, that is apart from the fact that they make good administrators. 
Paki 
stani Benazir Bhutto, Margaret Thatcher, Cortazon Aquino, Madeline Albright, Grace Alele Williams 
etc. 
attest to this assertion. When only an infmitesinal number of women who form more than 50% of 
Nigerian 
population are marginalized, the result is partial democracy. Contributory to this position is the 
wrong 
notion that politics is only for men. Democracy is partial when women do not on their own choose 
who to 
vote for, do not stand for election and are not appointed to high offices both in Government and 
political 
parties. 
Peculiar women's problem are neglected. When women are few in governance and decision making 
bodies; they cannot formulate nor influence decisions that directly affect women. Peculiar problems 
include prob lems on special kinds of food which pregnant women and nursing mothers need, Health 
dangers related to pregnancies and child birth, negative customs which badly effect women, sexual 
harassment, rape and vio lence against women. 

Advantages of involving women as equal participants in the democracy has been outlined by a 
publication of the Ministry of Women Affairs (1996) to include 

- it makes the women proud to be citizens, and this encourages them to defend their country when the 
need 
arises. 

- it promotes national unity 
- the interest of all citizens are considered in government decision 
- it allows the country to use the abilities, knowledge, skills and talents of women for greater 
development. 



- it promotes greater confidence and honesty in government. 
- it will promote true democracy in Nigeria and make other countries to respect us. 
Having enumerated the advantages of equal participation of men and women in politics, I want to quickly 

add that women are the greatest hinderance to their full participation in a sustainable democracy. Because 
they have been put down for too long, the only place they fee! secured to be is "down". This problem is a 
festering cancer in women, so much so that a woman who dares the odds will be pulled down by other 
women. Their self esteem and self worth has been trodden upon, and that is where the empowerment should 
start. The most intelligent woman with a battered self-esteem cannot contribute meaningfully to any sustained 
effort. 
A WAY FORWARD 

"The saying that when you educate a man, you educate an individual but when you educate a woman, you 
educate a nation" has been said with lackadaisical attitude but it holds an enormous truth, truth that has been 
neglected over the centuries. The lever of education is the most powerful lever to use in empowering women, 
because an educated woman has more value and status both in her own eyes and that of her husband and 
community. She is more aware, have more opportunities; more choice and more confidence. Even if all else remain 
unchanged, and even if she has no opportunities outside the home, she is more likely to share in both family 
communal and national decisions. This position has been stressed by UNICEF (1999) and World Bank (1994). 
They believe that education of women is a right that has immense power to transform them; and form a foundation 
on which rests the cornerstone of freedom, democracy and sustainable human development. When women are 
educated the whole world gains. There is no instant solution to the problem of empowering women, but it begins 
with the simple proposition: that on the eve of the 21st century, there is no higher priority, no mission more 
important, than enforcing a decree that all girls and women must be educated to at least the junior secondary level. 

Government must stop paying lip service and show a sustained commitment to empowering women. The 
commitment of government must be reflected in first class educational and logistical planning and evaluation, and in 
high-level personnel who remain in their jobs long enough to be responsible for the plans they initiate, I therefore 
posit that previous researchers on empowering women be revisited and the recommendations given 
optimum attention. 

In conclusion, all girls should have counselling sessions with professionals who can really help them build 
their self worth and confidence, For women, free adult education can be organised for them with counselling 
sessions built into it. Lastly, admission of children, or treatment in hospitals should be done only on the condition 
that girls or women present evidence of having attended or is attending school. Women should be encouraged to 
report their husbands to appropriate authorities when battered for expressing an opinion. 
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