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ABSTRACT

Poor participation of women in politics constitutes a foremost concern worldwide. In
Nigeria, women’s participation in politics is not proportionate to nearly half of the nation’s
population which they represent, and neither has it translated into equal representation in
political leadership positions. Despite calls from groups/ advocates/activists, civil society
organizations, governments and International agencies to bridge the gap created by long-
term discriminations against women and increase women’s active participation in both
politics and public life, by including them in both appointive and elective positions, there
still persists poor participation of women in politics. Also, the number of women in
political positions in Nigeria is growing at a slow rate despite efforts to change such trend.
Although, Nigerian women have the guaranteed rights to participate in active politics and
governance by virtue of Section 42(1) of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of
Nigeria, there is extensive discrimination against women and under- representation of them
in politics and governance in Nigeria when compared with their male counterparts. Based
on secondary data, this paper reviewed a number of challenges Nigerian women still face in
active participation in politics ranging from discriminatory socio-cultural practices; lack of
fund; under-representation of women in governance; toxic political environment; political
party discrimination; wrong perception of women in politics; lack of family, fellow women
and media support; among others. It recommended among other measures, the need for
civil society organisations, governments as well as political parties to increase the level of
awareness of women, and sensitize them on the true meaning of politics and the essence of
partaking in the leadership affairs of the country at all levels. More importantly, men
should be orientated on the need to hold a proper perception of women in politics and to
support their political aspirations.
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INTRODUCTION
The low level of women participation in women have not received adequate
Nigerian politics has continued unabated benefits from vyears of planning and
as women continue to be relegated to the development is their inadequate
background politically for a long time, representation, non-participation and
which of course make them loose their non-involvement in the preparation and
rightful place in governance at all levels execution of plans for their socio-
[1]. The pronounced commitment of economic development and wellbeing
international organizations to gender through decentralized institutions [2].
equality and to bridging the gender gap in Also, it has been observed that the
the formal political arena, reinforced by traditional role of the woman and the girl-
the Convention on Elimination of All child in carrying out household chores
Forms of Discrimination Against Women often leave them with little or no time for
(CEDAW), 1993 and the Beijing Platform of formal education and self-development
Actions, 1995 had changed the political [3]. The Nigerian society is permeated by
landscape with presence of a minimum of patriarchy whereby women are expected
30% of women in the political structure of to conform to and confine themselves to
most African countries, Nigeria inclusive; male dominance and female subservience.
however, one of the major reasons why Women are seen to belong to the home,
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be incapable of making sound decisions,
while it is unbecoming of them to involve
themselves in political activities. Thus,
the low status of the Nigerian women is
generally reproduced by the culture of

male supremacy inherent in local
traditions and cultures, including
religious idiosyncrasies [4].

[5] avers that the issue of political

participation entails various variables of
participation, but basically constitute
voting in elections, contesting elective
(public) offices held in relation to other
representation. Further clarifying the
concept, [6] added that, the increase of
votes cast by women in elections from 10
to 40% of total vote cast in eight years
signifies a form of increase in population.
But when the number of women holding
public offices, when compared to men, is
relatively low, there is under-
representation. She noted that there may
be an increase in participation of women
and yet under-representation of women in
politics; or there could be high
representation of women in politics and
yet low participation, depending on the
standards used to measure participation.
In Nigeria today, there is an increase in
the level of women participation, yet
women are under-represented especially
in elective positions at all levels of
governance. The issues of women
marginalization and low participation in
political affairs have been attracting a lot
of attention from scholars [7]. Although
women and men have different biological
and physiological make-up, women share
common features with men in terms of
educational qualifications, socio-
economic status and occupation, among
others; vyet, they are marginalised in
almost all spheres of public life.
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In emerging democracies, there are
several factors that prevent women from
participating fully in political leadership

and governance in all forms of
government and political
positions/offices [8]. The situation is

made even more difficult by the fact that
the girl-child is usually prepared for a
second place position right from the
home where the focus of her training is
on how to be a good wife, a good mother
and a good home-maker. Consequently,
women are hardly equipped with public
leadership tools, especially in the areas of
education and social exposure. [9] point
out that a good number of political
parties do not have data on their women
membership and only few women are
granted tickets for elections. Since
politics is traditionally a male domain and
all financial, economic, commercial and
political negotiations conducted outside
the home are by males, women have very
limited access to  decision-making
process, and they lack access to and
control over financial resources [10]. This
in actual fact reduces women's chances of
contesting elections. In Nigeria, a lot of
women do not have the necessary skills to
present ideas effectively. Lack of
awareness on the need to be politically
active and to contribute to public affairs
has had negative impacts on the women
folk. Consequently, if women are given

the opportunity of participate in
governance, they will recognize these
problems and address them to

accommodate full participation of women
in governance at all levels of government
[11]. This paper therefore examines the
factors that inhibit women’s effective
participation in politics in Nigeria, the
implication, and the way forward.

Overview of Women's Participation in Politics in Nigeria

[12], observe that during the pre-colonial
and colonial era, Nigerian women never
enjoyed equality with men on issues of
governance; the same is witnessed in the
post-colonial era. The history of political
transformation in Nigeria is replete with
issues of male domination and low
participation of women in public affairs.
The political system in Nigeria remains
male-centric as witnessed under military
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dictatorship and in the emerging
democratic civilian governance structures
and practices. According to [13], the
military era provided women with the

least opportunity to challenge the
structure of gender inequalities, as
military promoted female subordinate

position in the society through the 'First
Lady' syndrome (a process which
hindered the 'woman's question' from
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being addressed within the mainstream
development praxis). Under such
arrangements, the 'women's question' was
treated within the private interests of
wives of political leaders (a mentality
which is almost difficult to erase even
within the party politics and democratic
governance). [14], note that one of the
significant goals set by the Fourth World
Conference on Women was to achieve a
'logical balance' of men and women in
voicing the concerns of the society. Good
governance requires participation,
accountability and transparency, which
reasonably calls for gender balance in
political decision-making. It is understood
that women's insights and values of
governance can enhance and enrich the
overall decision-making process. It is also
agreed that women at the local level are
more sensitive to community issues [15].
Unfortunately, the country is yet to
implement its commitment to women's
political participation through the 30%
affirmative action mandate provided for
in the National Women Policy (2000);
which was later increased to 35% in the
National Gender Policy (2006). Available
records show that in 1992 for instance,
under the Babangida’s administration, out
of 300 gubernatorial aspirants, only 8
were women representing 2.6% and none
of these women was elected as governor
[16]. Accordingly, between 1980 and
1992, reports indicate that of 56
contestable seats in the Senate, only one
woman was elected, while 3 out of 442
were women in the House of
Representatives. The story was the same
in 1992 in the Senate where only one
woman emerged as Senator out of 90 and
14 out of 575 in the House of
Representatives. Statistics presented by
[17], also reveal that from 1999-2011
general elections in Nigeria, no woman
was elected into the office of the governor
in any of the 36 states and that of the
president of the federation. Also, out of
109 Senators, there were only 3women
(2.8%) in 1999; which increased to 4 (3.7%)
in 2003; a further increase to 9 (8.3%) in
2007; and a slight decline to 7 (6.4%) in
2011. Of the 360 House of Representative
members, there were only 12 women
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(3.3%) in 1999; which increased to 21
(5.8%) in 2003; a further increase to 25
(6.9%) in 2007; and a slight increase to 26
(7.2%) in 2011. In addition, out of 990
State House of Assembly members, there
were only 24 women (2.4%) in 1999; 40
(3.9%) in 2003; and a further increase to
57 (5.8%), 68 (6.9%) in 2007 and 2011
respectively. In the same vein, out of 829,
881,887 State House of Assembly
Committee members, there were only 18
women (2.2%), 32 (3.6%), 52 (5.9), in 1999,
2003, and 2007 respectively with slight

increases. But in 2011, there was no
woman out of the 887 State House of
Assembly Committee members.
Considering the office of the Local

Government Area Chairperson, there were
only 13 (1.8%), 15 (1.9%) and 27 (3.6%)
women in 1999, 2003 and 2007
respectively with slight increases. While
in 2011, no woman was elected in to the

office of Local Government Area
chairperson. Lastly, out of 6,368
Councilors, they were only 69 (1.1%)

women which increased to 267 (4.2%) in
2003 and reduced to 235 (3.7%) in 2007;
in 2011, no woman was elected into the
office of Councilors [18].

[19] opines that women's political
participation has continued to be
inhibited by socio-cultural factors that
relegate them to the background in
governance and decision making
processes. Thus, the wide gender gaps in
governance and politics have been
blamed for the gross discrimination faced
by the Nigerian women irrespective of
regional/urban-rural location, ethnic
origin, and religion. This implies that in a
democratic set-up where numbers are
essential, women and their issues are
always marginalized [20]. The emerging
trend of women's poor participation in
politics is a result of young women being
considered inferior and their participation
at all levels of government, discouraged.
As a matter of fact, some communities
consider it a taboo for women to take
active roles in governance. Many qualified
women are forced to play minor roles in
the margins or are frustrated out of
governance. This is in spite of several
institutional conventions and treaties that
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economics, politics and governance [21].

Factors Militating against Effective Participation of Women in Politics in Nigeria

i. Socio-cultural and Religious
Practices
The entrenched socio-cultural and
religious practices in Nigeria tilted in
favour of men and against women
constitute serious challenge to women
active participation in politics. Women
according to [6], are discouraged from
participating in public life from childhood
through adulthood by authority figures
such as husbands, fathers, mothers and
other relations due to cultural image of a
virtuous woman defined as quiet,
submissive who should be seen and not
heard. Because of the patriarchal nature
of the Nigerian society, most Nigerians
including women still believe and accept
the traditional perspectives that view
women as inferior to men, second class
citizens, weaker sex, to be seen and not
heard, child bearers/ primary care-givers,
etc. In most cases, they feel the game of
politics is an exclusive reserve of men
and dare not venture into it and those
who manage to venture are usually
contented with the back seats [12].
Likewise, religious practices are used as

powerful instruments of stereotype
against women political
aspirants/politicians from active

participation in politics. For instance, in
Northern Nigeria, the purdah system (i.e.
house seclusion of women) of the Islamic
doctrine strictly bars women from
participating in politics either as voters,
political aspirants or even participating in
campaigns/other  electoral activities.
However, when it comes to the issue of
political leadership and formulation of
government policies, women’s role in
Islam is limited to supportive and
advisory [16]. Furthermore, the Christian
doctrine does not accord women much
role in public life. The several different
exclusions and deprivations faced by
women in cultural and traditional beliefs
often deprive them access to information,
education and wealth-creating assets,
such as land, capital (including credit
facilities), labour, and entrepreneurial
skills [10].
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ii. Lack of Fund
Politics in Nigeria, especially seeking
elective position is an expensive venture
requiring huge financial involvement and
solid financial backing. Generally, the
relatively pathetic poor financial
disposition of Nigerian women is a critical
challenge which mostly accounts for their
poor participation in politics and political
defeat in elections. Although this equally
affects men but the rate at which it
affects women is more pronounced in
Nigeria. The high cost of financing
political parties and campaigns is a big
obstacle to women. For instance, the
minimum cost of gubernatorial election
could go as high as 200 million naira.
Therefore, how many women can garner
such huge amount of money and how
many men can source for such amount of
money for women? Which political party
would nominate a woman for that post
considering her very small contribution to
party finance and formation? [8]. About
90% of women in Nigeria, according to [3],
currently live below poverty line, so in
spite of concession granted by some
major political parties which lowers the
cost of obtaining party nomination forms
for women into elective office, the cost of
realizing electoral ambition is still far
beyond the reach of even the most highly
placed women in the absence of “a
godfather who foots the bill in exchange
for unlimited favour when the seat is
eventually secured” [17]. Considering the
financial backing, the godfathers’ and
other financiers of politicians in Nigeria
prefer male political aspirants to female
ones based on the societal value
assumption that political activities are
masculine and male candidates are
believed to stand better chance of
winning elections. In Nigeria, the women'’s
poor access to credit facilities, lack of
inheritance rights for developmental
purposes; including culturally
unacceptable control of their income and
resources while living with their
husbands (for married ones) contribute to
their lack of financial strength as a major
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challenge in their active participation in
politics.

iii. Poor-representation of Women in

Leadership Positions
Women are marginalized, discriminated
against and are greatly under-represented
in politics and governance where
important decisions are taken relative to
their male-counterparts which is a terrible
challenge to their active participation in
the nation’s politics. It is regrettable that
although women constitute the greater
number of the registered voters in any
elections held in Nigeria, they are yet to
experience full representative positions
[4]. The 1999 Nigeria Constitution
generally refers to non-discrimination on
the basis of sex, etc but is not explicit in
ensuring equal representation on gender
basis, takes no cognizance of the
disadvantaged position of women, and
has no provision for gender equality.
Likewise, “the Federal Character Principle,
which is meant to ensure equitable
representation of states and ethnic
groups in national appointments, actually
places Nigerian women at additional
disadvantage by implying that they can
only represent their ethnic and states of
origin. Hence, where culture does not
permit a woman to represent her place of
birth, she loses a golden opportunity.
There have been many cases where a
woman’s state of origin disallows her
appointment and the husband’s state also
refuses to endorse her; in such instances,
the government plays safe by appointing
a man instead. And this has continued to
consolidate women’s under-
representation in national politics [11].
iv. Unwholesome Political
Atmosphere

The nature of the political environment is
another challenge to women’s active
participation in politics. [16] observes
that patriarchal dominance in political
parties, god-fatherism, indigeneship,
intra-party rigging, political violence,
thuggery and high level of intimidation
characterizes the political landscape in
Nigeria. The political terrain in Nigeria is
fraught with violence, maiming,
assassinations, threats, blackmail,
intimidation, humiliation, etc which are
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used mostly by men to scare women away
from active participation in politics in
Nigeria. Involvement of thugs before,
during and after elections [9], and the
attendant insecurity such as destruction
of lives and properties that characterize a
typical electoral process in Nigeria makes
politics something out-of-the-way for
most women [3]. An illustration of
electoral violence in Nigeria is the
testimony of a female aspirant, Dorathy
Nyone who narrated that “a ward
chairman was shot dead; all the women
and most of the men fled the scene. My
husband rushed there and took me home.
I was scared; men who were fully
prepared for violence were the only ones
who remained behind to hand pick the
various winners” [15]. Nigerian women
have over the years become targets of
violence of diverse forms based on their
positions in promoting transformative
politics [1].

v. Political Party Discrimination
In Nigeria, political party is the
framework for the attainment of political
aspirations by politicians. Its hierarchy,
membership, and funding are male-
dominated which makes it possible for
them to decide the party’s internal affairs,
thereby constantly sidelining women [13].
The manifestos and constitutions of
political parties in Nigeria rarely mention
‘Affirmative Actions’ for women, and
when they do, their commitments are
lower than the bench mark set by regional
and International conventions. The
political party discrimination against
women in politics in Nigeria is often a
deliberate effort to exclude them from

active participation in politics even
though some of them pay lip service to
their commitment to women’s

aspirations. For instance, the timing of
political meetings (mostly late in the
night) and serious politicking which
involves a lot of traveling automatically
excludes mostly married women from
active participation in politics. The
governance structures in the political
parties may play a critical role on who
actually gets nominated to vie for elective
positions [10]. Nigerian women are not
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likely to be voted into key positions in the
political party hierarchy. The highest
position held by women in a number of
key political parties include ex-officio
members and women leaders whose
relevance is only for mobilizing the
womenfolk to vote for men. Thus, they
are usually unable to assert themselves or
push for the interest of women during
nominations leading to marginalization of
women during election. In addition, most
Nigerian political parties marginalize and
discriminate against female political
aspirants by excluding them from
participation through sharp practices like
“zone out” and “step-down techniques
mainly for women [7]. The “zone out”
technique is where a political party
simply zones out the seat of a female
aspirant to a constituency she is not
regarded as an indigene of; while “step-
down” technique is where a female
candidate who has clearly scaled through
party nomination and is eligible to
contest an election is simply asked to
step down for a more suitable candidate
(mostly men) [21]. An example of
affirmative action by political parties is
mainly waiving of the fees obtaining the
party nomination forms for women into
elective positions.

vi. Wrong Perception of Women in

Politics

In Nigeria, women who are actively
participating in politics are seen and
treated as free women
(prostitutes/wayward) of easy virtues,
stubborn people, whores, too
domineering, cultural rebellions, etc.
Unfortunately, this perception is held by
both men and women. It is observed that
during campaign, the political opponents
(mostly men) use the alleged loose moral
standing of these women against them
and often insult them directly in public
[5]. Thus, they are often subjected to
public  ridicule and are socially
stigmatized by both men and women. The
use of negative labeling; derogatory
names; abusive language and expressions
to describe Nigerian women in politics
discourage many of them from active
participation in the nation’s politics [1].
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vii.Lack of Family, Fellow Women
and Media Supports

Lack of family support is a critical
challenge to women’s active participation
in politics in Nigeria. Because of the
patriarchal nature of Nigerian society, it is
culturally assumed that women must seek
permission from the men/husbands
before venturing into politics. However, if
such permission is not granted, the only
option for such women is to drop their
political ambitions [7]. Thus, most family
members especially husbands even
among the educated ones do not allow
wives to participate actively in politics in
Nigeria [21]. Many poor women political
aspirants do not enjoy family support
financially, socially, and otherwise.
Similarly, the Nigerian women political
aspirants often lack the support of their
fellow women politically which is a major
challenge to their active participation in
politics. It is unfortunate that women in
Nigeria do not believe in the leadership
abilities of their fellow women and do not
support them to win elections. Although,
factors like envy, jealousy, and other
problems associated with interpersonal
relations are common with women,
generally, most women would rather vote
or support men than their fellow women
in spite of their numerical strength [15].
This has therefore placed Nigerian men at
an advantage vis-a-vis their women
counterparts when it comes to mobilizing
support for elections. A typical example
of this scenario was the case of Mrs Sarah
Jubril, who contested against the
President Goodluck Jonathan and former
Vice-President Atiku Abubakar in the
Peoples Democratic Party presidential
primaries preparatory to the 2011 general
elections [8].

Another serious challenge to women’s
active participation in politics in Nigeria
is lack of media support. Most of the
political feats of women in Nigerian
cultural histories are not properly
documented or are sometimes down-
played. Unfortunately, most media houses
refuse to project the female political
aspirants. For instance, Hon. Barrister
(Mrs.) Ugochi Nnanna- Okoro, a former
Peoples Democratic Party governorship
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aspirant in Imo state in the 2003 general
elections in Nigeria had ugly experiences
with the media. [17] “was shocked to find
her access to state-owned Radio and
Television Stations denied. The money
she paid for publicity was returned to her
‘on the pretext that she failed to get
approval from the Imo State Government.
According to her, at the Imo Broadcasting
service, someone retorted, ‘Madam take
back your money. I don’t want to be
sacked’ she said”.

Implications of Women's Low
Participation in Politics in Nigeria
Women constitute a substantial
proportion of the population in Nigeria;
about 49.36% [19] but, in spite of this,
they are not heard. Women largely
contribute to socio-economic life and play
a critical role in all spheres of society.
Nevertheless, a number of socio-cultural
constraints have not allowed them to take
advantage of their numbers and position
in order to significantly influence the
governance processes. Consequently, the
potential of half of the Nigerian
population continues to be unexplored
while the scope of labour, energy, and
human resources available for national
development remains untapped [10].
Nigerian women have been marginalized
in the formal political systems owing to
traditional beliefs and practices which
inhibit their advancement and
participation in public life. In spite of
constitutional provisions for equal
participation, women’s political
empowerment continues to be impeded
by socio-cultural factors in the country.
Also, the choice of educational training
made early in life by young girls under
the strong influence of families, peer
groups and the society at large often deny
many women several opportunities of
building their political career [5]. Thus,
with the population of women
constituting nearly half of the nation’s
population, one would expect that they
would dominate the political scene,
especially in a democratic system of
government. Unfortunately, most women
are kept in perpetual abject poverty
because they render either
unremunerated or poorly remunerated
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services [14]. As such, there is no
gainsaying the fact that the women folk
are more or less absent from the political
scene. Consequently, there is need to
improve the participation of women
through empowerment process for
transformation at family and grassroots
levels, as well as for national
development.

Ways to Enhance Active Participation of
Women in Politics

i. Enabling Constitutional
amendment to ensure equitable
appointive and elective
positions in governance for
meaningful national

development: This could be
done by ensuring that women
and men have equal legal and
human rights by eliminating all
gender discriminatory clauses
in existing laws and
legislations including, by
persons, organizations and
enterprises. Also, advocacy for,
and sensitization of the people
on the need for customary laws
with gender equality principles
is paramount [12]. These can
be pursued in line with
introducing  human  rights
education into school curricula
at all levels and building the
capacity of the legislative, the
judiciary and other law
enforcement agencies to
uphold gender justice and
gender equality principles.

ii. Government should adopt and
strictly  enforce deliberate
policy frameworks that
encourage women participation
in the political affairs of the
nation [11].

iii. Nigerian men should learn to
support the womenfolk in their
political aspirations; hence,
mobilization and re-education
of Nigerian men towards
women's empowerment is vital
[7].

iv. There should be mandatory and
supported education for the
girl-child and woman at all
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levels of education. Also,
women should be provided
equal access to credit facilities
and other empowerment
services to enhance their
output and income generation.
Poverty alleviation scheme
through provision of loans,
subsidized agro-chemicals, and
good infrastructures, among
other, is very germane in
enhancing popular and active
participation of women in
politics [4].

v. Discriminatory socio-cultural and
religious  practices against
women active participation in
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politics in Nigeria should be
positively reviewed by
stakeholders (particularly
traditional/religious rulers and
government). These
stakeholders should be
encouraged to protect women'’s
political career and ensure
support for their political
aspirations [9]. They should
further ensure that
cultural/religious practices that
discriminate against women are

discouraged and their
perpetuators are adequately
reprimanded

CONCLUSION/RECOMMENDATION

In conclusion, the competence of women
as leaders, administrators, advisers, or
traditional heads at the grassroots can be
traced to the early days. In today’s world,
women are performing wonderfully well
in different leadership positions in all
spheres of life. It is no doubt that
Nigerian women are still highly
marginalized, discriminated against, and
under-represented in the political life of
the nation. However, a number of factors
such as discriminatory socio-cultural and
religious practices, lack of fund, toxic
political atmosphere, wrong perception of
women in politics, lack of family, fellow
women and media support, among others,
have been identified as being responsible
for women’s poor participation in politics.
Thus, civil society organisations,

governments as well as political parties
should increase the level of awareness of
women through the organization of
seminars/workshops not only in the cities
but also in the villages. Women should be
sensitized on the true meaning of politics
and why they should partake in the
leadership affairs of the country at all
levels. More importantly, men should be
orientated on the need to hold a proper
perception of women in politics and to
support their political
aspirations/careers, instead of regarding
them as a threat or a loose set. Lastly, the
review of discriminatory practices against
women, and putting a stop to such
obnoxious laws will go a long way to
ensure the active participation of women
in politics in Nigeria.
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