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ABSTRACT

Discrimination of women against elective and appointive policy
making positionsat Federal, Sateand Local levelsisstill prevalent.
Thework istaking a critical 1ook at the role of women in leader ship
positions in Nigeria with specific aim of shading light on the fact
that women are agents of social change. It is observed that
notwithstanding the cultural barriers and discrimination against
womenfolk, they are naturally endowed to become indispensable
tool for nation’s building. Therefore, if given the opportunity to
participate in the general governance structure, our economy can
eventually surmount the apparent developmental hurdles and can
create positive impact in society.

Keywords: Leadership Position, Nation Building, Decision-making,
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INTRODUCTION
Sincethe stone ageswomen were seen asinferior, anatomically weak, and
even subordinate. These characterswerenot peculiar in Nigeriaonly but also
intheworld at large. In advanced countriesof Europe and America, however,
womenwererightly place before now, butin Africaingeneral and Nigeriain
particul ar, the concept and process of empowering women started only recently.
Empowerment of women involves many things: economic opportunity, social
equality and persond rights. WWomen are deprived of thesehumanrights, often
asamatter of tradition. Inloca areas, women were generally not seento have
any meaningful sourcesof income; asaresult, they wererelegated mainly to
household dutiesand chesp labour. Without the earning capacity, their voices
weresilenced. Evenin mattersof sex and child bearing, women often did not
know their sexud right or havetheahility to opposethewishesof their husbands.
Mma(2010) positsthat during thecolonia times, Nigerianwomenweredenied
thefranchiseand very few of them wereoffered any political or administrative
appointments. Shefurther opinesthat it wasonly during the 1950sthat three
women (Chief (Mrs.) Olufunmilaya Ransome—Kuti (the Western Nigeria
Houseof Chiefs), Chief (Mrs.) Margaret Ekpo and Chief (Mrs.) Janet Mokelu
(both of the Eastern NigeriaHouse of Chiefs) were appointed into the House
of Chiefs. It wasalso only inthe 1950sthat women in Southern Nigeriawere
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giventhefranchise. Thewomen’swingsof political partieswereformed but
they possessed very littlefunctiona relevance. Women of Nigeriaespecialy,
the South East have been protesting their marginalization since pre-
independence era. The AbaWomen's Riot or what came to be known as
“Women'sWar” wasareflection of thetenacity of women inthe South East.
Theearly stagesof nationalist revolt against entrenched British ruletook the
form of localized skirmishesliketheAbawomen'’sriots, provoked by specific
grievances. By that time, women wereaready mobilizingto clamtheir rights.

TheAbaWomen'sRiot of 1929 was carried out to protest against the
oppressivetaxation system of thethen colonia government andit wasled by
women of the South East (Mma, 2010). According to Jasprit (2006), Women's
empowerment and their full participation onthebassof equity inal spheresof
society, including participation in the decision-making processand accessto
power, werefundamenta for theachievement of equity, devel opment and peace.
Progressfor womenisinseparablefrom the social and political progress of
every society. When women are oppressed, denied freedom, and held back
from an opportunity, then an entiresociety suffers, not justitsfemaefolk. The
Condtitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeriaguaranteesequality between
the sexesand in spiteof risinginterestsamong women; politicsisyet virtualy
anexclusveaffar of men. Womenin the South East Nigeriahave continued to
experience political exclusion (Mma, 2010). Very few educated women
participatein politics because of society’ s negative perception of women. The
role of women in South Eastern Nigeria s post 1960 politics according to
Mma (2010), has not been reflected sufficiently in termsof appointmentsto
policy making positions. In spiteof massive support givento variouspolitical
parties by women, women’sorgani zations, market women movements, etc.,
until recently, very few women benefited from palitica gopointments. Therefore,
the di scrimination of women against €l ective and appointive policy making
positionsat Federal, Stateand L ocal levelsisstill prevalent.

According to Jasprit (2006), democracy must in essencemeantheart
and science of mobilizing theentire physical, economic and spiritua resources
of al thevarious sections of the peoplein the service of the common good of
all. The concept of local government can be explained in thewordsthus: that
the government isthe best which governstheleast. In thiskind of system,
every personisthe subject and object of the action. It can be said that every
decision taken affects the whole social structure. In every country’s
parliamentary democracy, men had inthe past played aleading rolein every
decis on affecting the devel opment of the society or thepeople. Itisevidently
truethat our society isamale-dominated society and women aretreated as
household commodity, anatomically weak and subordinate, who canlook after
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thefamily affairsbut in recent timesto some extent they arebeing treated with
fairness. Biologically, malesand femaleshavedifferent physical structurebut
inrura economy femaesplay agrester rolebesdeslooking after family affairs.
Over theyearstheriseof afew womento prominent positionstill now presumed
to betheexclusive preserveof men, isevident of thechangingtideof history in
favour of thewomenfolk. Thus, in essence, good governance hasawaysbeen
characterized by thelevel of women’srepresentationin policy making both at
the State, Local or National levels. Unlessand until women are allowed to
make amark inthisbrave new world by way of involving themin policy-
making process, etc. the much talked about empowerment of womenin all
forums, would become awill-of-the-wisp, or ahigh sounding nothingness.
Hence, women will gain more advantage when men respect and accept the
contributionsof women in mattersof nationa interest.

WOMENAND LEADERSHIPPOSITIONSIN NIGERIA
Nigerian women were marginalized in decision making and leadershipina
variety of processesthat begin frominfancy. In contrast to boys, girlswere
encouraged to play passiverolesand are given little opportunity to make
decisonsor develop leadership skillsoutsidethefamily context. Instead, they
weretaught to accept theinferior rolethat society including parents, teachers
and brothersascribed to them. Asaresult, women lacked the self-confidence
and skillsneeded to function effectively inthe public sphere.

Nonethel ess, such practice or scenario has somewhat been athing of
the past. Inthewordsof Das(2001), al human being areborn freeand equal
indignity andrights. ThesearetheguaranteesinArticlel of Universa Declaration
of Human Rights 1945 and form the corner stone of all fundamental rights
provisionsin every Democratic Constitution and Declaration. Within the
framework of ademocratic polity, our laws, devel opmental policies, plans
and programmes aimed at women’sadvancement in different spheres. The
role of womeninleadership positions, Nzekwe (2011), posits, hasgenerated
heated debatesfor over two decades now.

Attheinternationa level, the United Nations Conferenceson women
have advocated the need to increasethe number of womenin decison-making
positionsto ensure that women’sinterests are represented and because of
groaning evidence that women'’sinvolvement improvestheway in which
leadership and decision-making is practiced. According to Oranusi (2009),
the acquisition of western education hasinfluenced men’sattitude towards
femalesaswell asfemal €' sattitude towardstheir endowed potential. It has
madethem more confident inthemsel ves; such confidenceheposts, influences
their output, beit in school, business, and place of work, inthehomeor socia
organi zations. However, Mma (2010), in her humble submission positsthat
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women are gradually being appointed into thetraditional ruling councilsin
some partsof 1gbo land to givewomen the opportunity and forum wherethey
canexpressthear interests. In Ugwogo Nike, for instance, inthe newly created
lyiukwu Local Government Areaof Enugu, thereisemergenceof new roles
played by thewomen. Over 24 women have been appointed membersof the
Traditiona Ruling Council. Thisnow trend iscregping intoAnambraStateand
other States. In Imo State, the outcome of the CIRDDOC/LDI project was
the opening up of thetraditional structuresto womeninthe State. Thelast
twenty years have seen a steady but modest increase in the number and
proportion of women candidatesand councilorsinloca governmentsinthe
United Kingdom, yet thereremainsalarge gender imbal ancein the makeup of
most locd councils, with well under one-third of councilorsbeing women.

In Nigeria, whilewomen are under-representedin political positions
inhigher levelsof government, they would have clearly had more successat
gaining accessto local level decision making positions. Thisisso because
participationinloca government iseasier for women to combinewith other
family responsibilities (Nzekwe, 2011). However, therise of afew womento
prominent positions hitherto thought to be solely meant for men by the
appointment of Dr. Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, the Minister of Finance and Prof.
DoraAkunyili, former Director-General of National Agency for Food and
DrugsAdministration and Control (NAFDAC), Mrs. Obiageli Ezekwesili,
former Specia Assistant to the President and later the Minister of Education,
the present Minister for Education Prof. Ruggyatu Rufai, etc. areindication
that women are climbing the political ladder sorapidly.

According to Okonkwo and Nwokol o (2009), women as agents of
social and economic upliftment of any given society are evidencein their
contributionsa homeand their immediateenvironment. Inspiteof harshculturd
practices and discrimination against women, their natural capacity and
endowment made them an indispensable tool for nation building. In our
contemporary society, wheremen dominatethe political, economic and socia
spheres, Okonkwo and Nwokolo (2009) posit that women still raisetheir
heads and maketheir marksin the scheme of things. According to Marilyn
(20112), giventheNigeriaCultural environment which gender stereotypingis
rife, management appointment ismost likely to be skewed infavour of men
known for their dominancein different spheresof life. However, sheposits
that thiswasnot sointhe State Security Servicewherethetraining curriculum
isthe samefor both sexes. In appointments women are given appreciable
cons deration with the men. Of the 36 States, women are holding leadership
positionsin at least fifteen and acrossthelocal government areaswomen are
appointed security chiefs. At the national headquarters with seventeen
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Directorates, women are the highest decision making body. The successes
have been enormous. There arework place conflictswhich arisefrom gender
discrimination (Marilyn, 2011). Thus, without theinput in decision making,
women’'s concernsare not prioritized, and nothing is apportioned to them.
Andintheabsence of any measurableresource allocated, and even political
platform, women haveless chance of acting asagentsof socia and economic
transformation.

WOMEN INLEADERSHIP,ABEACON FOR SOCIAL CHANGE
When gender ismentioned, most peoplefed threatened and seeit asmeansof
competition between men and women for dominance, thereby making the
mal e counterpart to feel uneasy about hisposition being taken by awoman.
Gender mainstreamingisequality given or assigned to both men and women
without discrimination. In order words, there should beroom for favourable
competition between both sexesand not favouring oneat the detriment of the
other (Ringim, 2011). In thewords of Oluyemi-Kusa(2003) citedin Dayo
(2011), mentend to go into negotiations expecting one sideto win and another
to loose (whereas) women look for pointsof community and arelessafraidto
compromise. Thisadmirabletrait of talk-to-finish rather than fight-to-finish
distinguishesthefemaegender.

In many instances, when talks break down on the big issuesand the
men walk out, the women are | eft at the table, for women, the soft issues
around which thereiscommonality and ashared vison arealsoimportant, as
they enablethe dial ogueto continue and trust to berestored. Inthisway, they
pave the way for the men to return and discuss the comprehensive peace
agreement. According to Nzekwe (2011), women are a strong force in
development. They have arisen as a conscious social force and their
involvement inthe pursuit for development isyet to befully analyzed. Every
nation, devel oped or devel oping, hasrecorded theinvolvement of itswomenfolk
initsdevelopment asanation.

However, Okonkwo and Nwokolo (2009), posit that women asagents
of social and economic upliftment of any given society areevidenced intheir
contributionsa homeand their immediateenvironment. Inspiteof harshculturd
practices and discrimination against women, their natural capacity and
endowment made them an indispensabl e tool for national building. In our
contemporary society where men dominatethe political, economic and socia
spheres, women still raisetheir headsand maketheir marksin the scheme of
things. Oneof such examplesisProfessor DoraAkunyili, doubling astheformer
Director Generd of Nationa Agency for Food Drug and Administrative Council
(NAFDAC) and Information Mini ster, she hasindeed madealoud statement
that women when given the opportunity can actually surmount hurdlesand
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crestepositiveeffect on society. Dayo (2011) opinesthat ultimately, for women,
working from the outside is not enough. It isimportant to have womenin
politics, in decision-making processes and in leadership positions. To break
the cycle of violence and the oppression against women, it isessential for
morewomen to work and makethe changesfrom withinformal government
structures. Underlying much of thediscussion on leadership werearguments
that were put forth effectively in the Beijing Platform for Action. Itiswhen
women areactively engaged in politicsand/or inevery active NGOs, that they
can positively implement progressive pro-women policies. A very important
oneisaffirmative action, such as:
* Domesticate CEDAW (Convention onthe Elimination of al formsof
Discrimination Against Women), in accordance with Nigeria's
internationa obligations.

* Establish specia measuresto ensure appropriate lavswhich protect
women are expeditioudy promul gated.

* Support these efforts by regulations and policies that ensure the
availability of, and accessto positions of |eadership for womenin
Nigeria

* Providefor aminimum of 30% of the seatsto women in electiveand
gppointivepogtionsinall governmenta bodies.

* Governmentsand civil societies should take action and strengthen

programmes and networking opportunitiesto promote affirmative
actionfor womentoal levelsof representationin Nigeria. However,
Okonkwo and Nwokol o (2009) are of the view that thereisaclear
attestation to thefact that women havethe capacity and therequisite
mental prowesstoimpact positively ontheir variouscommunitiesand
theentirenation. Apart from being mothersand wivesand taking charge
of thedomestic sector, women contribute substantialy to the production
and distribution of goodsand services. Intheagricultural sector, women
farm alongsidetheir husbandsand children. The South East women
take part in the production of palm oil and palm kernel, participatein
locd andlong distancetradein different partsof Nigeriaand arefully
involvedinthe procurement and sale of variousfood itemsand rel ated
commodities(Mma, 2010).

However, the contribution of women to socio-economic devel opment as

producersand workershasbeen recognizedin theforma andinformal sectors

and appropriate policiesreating to employment and to her working condition

have been drawn up. Such measuresinclude:

* Reinterpretation and redefinition of conventional concepts of work
wherever necessary, e.g. inthe censusrecords, to reflect women’s
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contribution asproducersand workers.

* The important role played by women in electronics, information
technology and food processing and agro industry and textiles has
been crucia to the development of these sectors.

* They have been given comprehensive support in terms of |abour
legidation, socia security and other support servicesto participatein
variousindustrial sectors.

AscitedinAPRM (2008) thelevelsof progressrecorded in support for and

empowerment of widows has been enormous. But thelevel of progressin

Kebbi State, whichisan Idamic State, isindicative of the Federal government

wereto takeamore assertive stancein planning, coordinating and realizing a

national programme of action for increased gender equality. Information

obtained in Oby Nwankwo (2008), Women in Power and Decision Making,
citedinAPRM (2008) indicatesthefollowing leadership position asobserved
inKebbi State, thus;

* Sent awoman representative to the Federal House of Assembly.

The Chief Electoral Officer wasawoman

The Commissioner in charge of Women'sAffairswasawoman.

The Chief Judge, awoman.

Every Loca Government had awoman Councilor (21 womeninal).

Therewere 3women Specia Advisers,

Targeting 33 percent of posts to be given to women to serve as

directors, executive—secretaries of education, pension boards, etc.

Women have agreater sense of socid issuesand thewell being and

welfareof their communities. Whenin such positions, their prioritieswill centre

ontheprovisonof bascamenitieslikefood, shelter, clothing, education, hedlth
services, property allocation and community development. According to

Nzekwe (2011), they will seeto theimprovement of the environment within

their communities. Sincewomen arethe coversof aesthetics, in planning city

devel opment, thequality of life, harmony inart and cultureand environmental
development. They will bedecisive on suchissuesthat are often neglected by
men such asfamily issuesand violence against women and children. WWomen
aresure of adopting more democratic and transparent gpproach to governance
than men. They will bring about the much desired change from politics of
corruptionto amorefriendly and accommodating politiesof openness. When
this happens, politicswill ceaseto beado—or —dieto asometimesyou —
win sometimesyou loosekind of game. Women'sstyle of leadership, Nzekwe

(2011) positsismoreinclusive, collaborative and consultative, moretol erant

of different view points, people— oriented, encourages participation, more

assertive, innovative and aboveal, more conscientious.

* % X X X X
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

\Women'scontribution to soci 0-economic devel opment and socid policieshave
been recognized intheformal and informal sectors such asagricultureand
allied sectors. Thetraining of women in soil conservation, forestry, dairy
devel opment and other occupationsallied to agriculturelike horticulture, anima
husbandry, poultry, fisheries, etc., have benefited the society at large. The
important role played by women in € ectronics, information technology and
food processing and agro-industry and textiles has been crucia to the
development of these sectors.

Most importantly, the role of womenin promoting peace and security
inNigeriaiswel documented. Thelgbowomen of Eastern Nigeriafeared that
the head-count being carried out by the British wasapreludeto women being
taxed. Thewomen were unhappy about the over-taxation of their husbands
and sonswhich they felt was pauperizing them and causing economic hardship
for theentirecommunity, hence, they professed against the oppressiverule of
the colonid government.

Itistherefore, expedient for the Federal Government of Nigeriato put
into law, some of thelofty policiesfor gender equality, shesigned at various
international Declarations. Also, to bringwomeninto thepolitica mainstream
government must ensurethat thewomen'sreservation bill passedintheNationd
Assembly isimplemented by al political partiesin the country. Democracy
without women'sfull participationisjust a—will —of —the—wisp, amockery
of it. Until women are adequately part and parcel of the decision—making
policy, improvement intheir social, political and economicwell-beingwould
beafar cry.
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