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Abstract 

The political disempowerment and constant poor representation of women in the National Assembly 

in Nigeria presents a serious concern. Though some of the obstacles militating against women in 

politics are gradually reducing, the number of women in decision making positions in Nigeria is very 

insignificant. Most critics of women participation in politics are of the opinion that government 

efforts and agitations to increase women participation in politics is not truly for empowerment but 

for liberation. Thus, this paper sets out to evaluate the level of women participation in politics and 

how patriarchy impedes the equitable political participation of women in Nigeria. It adopts the 

Marxist Feminism theory. The paper argues that unless the patriarchal institution which engenders 

inequality is dismantled, women will remain politically disempowered and poorly represented. 

Drawing basically from secondary sources, the paper observes that women are grossly 

underrepresented in decision making positions in Nigeria. It attributes this to patriarchal or cultural 

factors which assign women purely domestic roles. It recommends various measures including the 

adoption of policies of affirmative action and legal empowerment which emphasise how law can be 

used to advance interests and priorities of the marginalized in Nigerian society. 
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Introduction 

Discrimination of women in politics of Nigeria has its root in the culture of various societies in 

Nigeria. In Northern Nigeria, for instance, the Purdah system (i.e. house seclusion of women) 

inhibits women from participating in the social, educational and political life of the community. 

Women, in the pre-Independent era, were not to be heard directly but through their husbands. 

Majority of Nigerian women were peasants and house wives. In other words, the majority of women 

fell within the under-privileged class and so cannot be heard in the political system. They were left 

without a leader or a voice. After Independence, with the advent of education, new technology, 

Christianity, democracy and constitutional fundamental human rights, the political participation of 

Nigerian women has increased. In spite of the above and the recent government efforts to empower 

women for full participation in politics, women are still under-represented in the decision making 

positions in Nigeria. 

The questions are: Why cannot women have full and adequate representation in the National 

Assembly and other Political structures in Nigeria? Why cannot distribution of seats in the National 

Assembly be fifty-fifty following the constitutional fundamental human right and equality of 

persons? Why cannot we have a woman President, women Governors, in the same proportion with 

men? Could it be that the Government and all the stakeholders agitating and clamouring for women 

empowerment to balance the equation are not sincere and as such give lip service to women 
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empowerment? Could this lip service emanate from the continued influence of culture in the political 

behaviour of men towards women and women towards their follow women? 

The purpose of this paper is to systematically look at women‟s level of political participation, 

especially in the National Assembly, Government efforts to empower women, and critically assess 

the patriarchal institution, which is assumed to be the root cause of women disempowerment and 

poor participation in strategic positions in Nigerian politics. 

 

Review of Related Literature on the Level of Women Participation in the Nigeria Legislature 

The major thrust of this section is to find out the number of women who have been in Nigerian 

National Assembly from 1999 to 2015. This will help to determine if there has been a progressive 

high increase in the trend of women participation in decision making positions in Nigeria. 

 

Women in the Nigerian National Assembly (1999 – 2015) 

Table I  

Senate Total number 

of 

seats 

Men Women % of men % of women 

1999 109 106 3 97.2 2.8 

2003 109 105 4 96.3 3.7 

2007 109 100 9 91.7 8.3 

2011 109 102 7 93.5 6.4 

2015 109 101 8 92.6 7.3 

Source: The Nigeria CEDAW (NGO) www.freevoiceradio.com/featured-post/women-and-political-

participation-in-nigeria 

 

Table II           

House of 

Repres

entativ

e 

Total number 

of 

seats 

Men Women % of men % of women 

1999 360 347 13 96.4% 3.6% 

2003 339 318 21 94% 6% 

2007 358 333 25 93% 7% 

2011 360 342 18 95% 5% 

2015 360 345 15 95.8% 4.2% 

Source: Same as above 

 

Analysis 

From the above tables, in 1999, only 3 women were elected to the Senate, while 106 men made it to 

the same Senate. In the same year, 13 women were elected to the House of Representatives, while 

347 men were elected to the same House of Representatives.  

Likewise in 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015, only 4, 9, 7and 8 women respectively were elected to 

Senate. In the House of Representatives, the story was not different: 13, 21, 25, 18, and 15 women 

were elected in 1999, 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015 respectively; while 347, 318, 333, 342 and 345 
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men were elected to same House of Representative in 1999, 2003, 2007, 2011 and 2015 respectively. 

The table equally shows that for the past 16 years (1999 – 2015), percentage of women elected to 

Senate has not gone beyond 8% and 7% in House of Representatives.  

The above statistics reveal a very low and disproportionate representation of women in 

Government. This low level of political participation of women in the strategic decision-making 

positions in Nigeria is alarming and disturbing. This is because there has not been a progressive 

increase in the trend of women participation in National Assembly election. Their participation in 

decision making positions is very low considering the recommended 30% of the Beijing Platform of 

Action and the 35% recommendation of Nigerian National Policy on women, adopted in July 2000. 

Mba (2015) is in agreement that the number of women in decision making position is constantly low 

and insignificant, and asserts that even the next Senate will be male dominated. Only eight out of the 

109 members of National Assembly are women, going by the list of elected senators in the 2015 

National Assembly Election. Masters (2014) observes that, in Nigeria, women have a very high level 

of political participation when measured in terms of voting. However, this high level of women 

participation has not been reflected in the number of women running and being elected into the 

National Assembly.  

  Halima (2015) in her own view asserts that Nigerian women have not had it smooth in terms 

of representations in top public offices. At present in the Senate, she continues, none of the principal 

officers is a female; only 8 of the 109 senators are female. The House of Representative has only one 

female principal officer. According to her, these figures contrast with the situation in countries such 

as Rwanda, where women make up 61 out of 106 parliamentarians (58%) and Senegal, where 

women occupy 65 of the 150 parliamentary seats (43%). It has been observed that in Nigeria‟s 36 

states, there is no female Governor in the latest 2015 elections and the country does not appear ready 

to have a woman as president.  

Whereas men occupy large number of seats in the National Assembly every elective year, 

women are constantly left with few seats. This puts the empowerment effort of stakeholders 

especially government and political parties to question as we shall see in the next section. 

 

Theoretical Frame Work 

The Marxist Feminism theory is used to analyze the right of women to share on equal terms with 

men in political privileges afforded by representative government. Marxist Feminism is a sub-type of 

feminist theory which focuses on dismantling capitalism as a way of liberating women. The theory 

sees contemporary gender inequality as determined ultimately by the capitalist mode of production. 

According to Engels (1884), gender oppression is class oppression and the relationship between man 

and woman in society is similar to the relationship between proletariat and bourgeoisie. Women‟s 

subordination is seen as a form of class oppression which is maintained (like racism) because it 

serves the interest of the capitalist and ruling class.  The Marxist Feminism foundation is laid by 

Engles (1884) in his analysis of gender oppression. He claims that a woman‟s subordination is not as 

a result of her biological disposition but social relations, and that the institution of the family as it 

exists is a complex system in which men command women‟s services.  

 According to Tickner (2001), Feminist theory defines patriarchy as an unjust social system 

that enforces gender roles and is oppressive to women. Thus Feminist theory characterizes patriarchy 

as a social construction, which can be overcome by revealing and critically analyzing its 

manifestations. The major assumptions of this theory are: 

a. The society is male dominated; in other words, it is patriarchal.  
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b. The society is based on conflict between sexes.  

c. Women have historically been disadvantaged in society and men historically have  

had more power than women.  

d. The best way to fight the patriarchy system is by establishing legislation to fight  

discrimination.  

e. Gendered distribution of labour contributes to women inequality. 

f. Women are oppressed based on gender and class inequalities. 

Based on the above submissions, Marxist Feminism is very useful in explaining and understanding 

the gender inequality in political participation in Nigeria, which leads to the low participation of 

women in politics. 

 

Stakeholders’ Effort to Empower Women in Nigeria 

 

Definition of Empowerment 

Empowerment can simply be defined as „to give power or authority to someone or something‟, or 

„authorize, especially by legal or official means‟. Example, the local ordinances empowered the 

board of health to close unsanitary restaurants. Okpara (2014) defines women empowerment as a 

process of giving power and authority to women to regulate their day to day lives, socially, 

politically and economically – a power which enables them to enhance their positions in the power 

structure of the society.  

 But in Nigeria, women politicians almost do not have the power to be voted for, especially in 

the National Assembly. This is a true testament, for the political dis-empowerment of women has 

remained dominant in the literature on gender (Johnson, 2005). Mazrui (1991), in support of the 

above assertions, states that the greater proportion of positive development of women in Nigeria can 

be classified as “the politics of Centring and Liberation”. Empowerment, according to him, should 

go beyond liberation and centring towards genuine power sharing between male and female. But in 

real life, according to him, motherhood leaves the African women at the centre, not necessarily in 

power.  

 In Nigeria, we can conclude that the gender which is empowered is the male, some females 

are also empowered but not in the same proportion as their male counterparts, because of the 

influence of culture in Nigerian politics. This lack of real empowerment of women can be argued to 

be responsible for the low or slow pace of women representation in governance. Both genders should 

be empowered in the same proportion knowing full well that empowerment engenders authority and 

wealth. 

 

Efforts of Government to Support Women Empowerment: A Critical Review 

According to Attoe (2012), on the 13
th

 of June, 1985, the Federal Government signed and ratified the 

convention on elimination of all forms of discrimination against women. Subsequently, the Federal 

Government began to initiate policies and programmes aimed at improving the lives of women. 

Halima (2015), in support of the above assertion, states that there have been attempts by Nigerian 

Governments to support the quest for increased participation of women in politics and there is a 

strong commitment to improving women‟s empowerment. Some of these efforts, according to 

Afolabi (2013), are as follows:  

 The first Presidential Committee was constituted in 1999, during President Olusegun 

Obasanjo‟s Administration. This committee was inaugurated to do a comprehensive constitutional 
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and electoral review. The report submitted by the committee had some gender-friendly provisions; 

one of them was the substitution of the word “sex” as it refers to feminine in the constitution with the 

word “gender”. On political parties, it also included gender as one of the grounds for which 

discrimination in terms of membership of the party shall not be permissible. Unfortunately, 

according to Afolabi (2013), the report was jettisoned.  

 After the re-election of President Obasanjo in 2003, he again convoked a National Political 

Reform Conference (NPRC) in 2005 to address challenges of Nigeria‟s Political System. Despite the 

obvious gender gaps in representation of woman, the NPRC significantly main-streamed gender 

issues in its outcomes. This attempt at political reformation also failed.  

 The Electoral Reform Committee (ERC) was inaugurated by the late President Alhaji Umaru 

Yar‟Adua on 28
th

 August, 2007, with the mandate to review and to ensure quality and standard 

general elections. The report of the committee acknowledges the voices of women and their 

proposals for gender democracy and made some gender-sensitive recommendations worthy of note. 

For example: (i) on the composition of the Independent National Electoral Commission (INEC); it 

recommends that the Chairman and Deputy should not be of the same gender and out of the six geo-

graphical representations two must be women. In addition, there should be a woman representative 

from the women‟s organization. (ii) On political parties‟ registration and regulatory commission, the 

Electoral Reform Committee (ERC) recommends that two out of the six persons for the geo-political 

zonal representation must be women. It also recommends further that the political associations 

should maintain twenty percent (20%) women in the membership of its governing bodies. ERC also 

recommends that political parties should give more attention to the nomination of women and youths 

as candidates and ensure that women have equal access to leadership opportunities within party 

organizations. The report also recommends that political parties shall nominate for the proportional 

representation at least thirty percent (30%) female candidates and two percent (2%) physically 

challenged candidates for legislative elections.  

 The ERC report was submitted to the National Assembly for consideration. The only 

probable gender-friendly proposal by the National Assembly was the new clause allowing 

independent candidacy which was later thrown out by the state Houses of Assembly. This 

development shows the failure of the Nigerian state once again to put a legal frame work in place to 

support gender-friendly electoral system.  

 Attoe (2012), in support of government failure to improve the level of women in National 

Assembly, asserts that despite a general commitment to the principle of non-discrimination as 

enshrined in Section 2 of the 1999 Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, Nigeria falls 

short of the desired result of giving males and females equal opportunities to advance socially, 

physically, politically and economically. Evidence abounds that disparities between males and 

females‟ access to power and resources and gender biases in rights and entitlements remain pervasive 

in Nigeria. Even the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC), established in 1999, has not 

adequately fostered the capacity of key public institutions, officials and leaders to generate popular 

understanding and promote fundamental human rights and freedoms.  

 Based on the above assertions, one can rightly conclude that the existing policy documents 

including the extant national policy on women have failed to challenge the structure, which 

continues to reproduce gender inequality and overall dis-empowerment of women.  
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Critical Analysis of Patriarchal Manifestation in Current Nigerian Politics 

This section criticizes patriarchy and proffers reasons for dismantling patriarchy in Nigerian political 

system to ensure women empowerment and full participation. This is because patriarchy is assumed 

to be the root cause of all the factors (for example, poor education) that hinder women participation 

in Nigerian politics especially in decision making positions. These factors are critically examined as 

follows: 

1. Education: In the past, it was believed that most women did not acquire adequate education.  

One of the major constraints inhibiting the participation of women in politics and government was 

the relative poor educational attainment by girls and women caused by religious and cultural reasons. 

In recent times, most women are highly educated. We have female Professors and doctoral degree 

holders. After all, and according to Colletteostsu (2013), in Nigeria, the only specification required 

for contesting for any political position is the Senior Secondary Certificate Examination (SSCE).  

2. Political Factor: The Nigerian political structures are still predominately male 

oriented/dominated. In some parts of the country, like the Igbo and Hausa tribes, it is still believed 

that women cannot rule over men. Despite the brilliant performance of the few women in politics and 

the principle of democracy, which does not restrict women from being leaders, men still hold this 

cultural view. With the present political system in Nigeria which is democracy, women too have a 

right to vote and to be voted for. They are not left out of these democratic principles since they are 

also Nigerians. They should be allowed to hold high leadership positions. Again, lack of political 

knowledge was another important problem faced by the female politicians. However most women 

are now more conversant with the political orientation or structure which enables them to participate 

in politics unlike in the past. These cultural views should be removed since female are able to 

succeed in politics like their male counterparts.  

3. Societal Factor: In the past, women were meant to stay at home while men go out to search 

for food for the family. This cultural view is no longer acceptable today, as women are also bread 

winners in most Nigerian families. Based on this, for Nigerian government, especially the Presidency 

and party officials, to still believe that women‟s place is in the kitchen is hypocritical.  

The belief that women‟s place is in the kitchen still affects their full participation in Nigerian 

politics. For instance, a married female politician with children would be insulted even by other 

women if she attends political party meetings frequently and is thus hardly at home to take care of 

her family. But nothing is said about women (especially breadwinners) who stay in their business 

areas till night. Provisions to take care of their children are made, why can‟t such provisions be made 

for women politicians? Again, if political meetings are held at night, a typical Nigerian husband 

would suspect his wife of having extra marital affairs since she would be coming back very late. But 

if it were men, the reverse is the case.  These attitudes of men discourage women from active 

participation in politics. It is high time men change from this hypocritical view of women and face 

reality.  

Although society/culture is blamed for structuring the roles of a male and that of a female in 

this way from the beginning, the present elective stakeholders should know that we are in a 

democratic era. They should equally know that such limits set by cultural factors are only man-made 

and not ordained by God. At creation God made man and woman (in His own image) and they were 

equally endowed and charged to “rule and have dominion over their environment” (Gen. 1:27-28). 

From where then comes this evil exclusion of women from politics, for politics has to do with 
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control and dominion? This exclusion of women in decision making position is a major political 

marginalization and has to stop.  

4. Financial Factor – According to Awe (1995), a major obstacle for women who would have 

loved to participate in politics could be finance. From the beginning, various cultures in Nigeria 

delegated house work to women, while the men went out for white collar jobs and high political 

positions. Even when women gained education, they were assigned low paying jobs such as 

teaching, to enable them stay more at home for other domestic work. This trend has continued to 

date. This patriarchal domination contributes to low level of women appointees in strategic positions 

where they can earn money to finance their political activities. Thus poverty and the high cost of 

financing political parties and campaigns are big obstacles to women‟s empowerment and full 

representation.  For money is power, it answers all things. The male folk know this truth and have 

deliberately refused to empower them financially through elective and appointive positions. As such 

the men continue to be richer and to intimidate women with their riches.  

5. Governmental Factor: The non-adoption of affirmative action in the Constitution of the 

Federal Republic of Nigeria as well as the constitution and manifestos of political parties has further 

widened the gap in equal representation. The patriarchal dominance is the root cause of non-adoption 

of affirmative action in the Constitution, for the Nigerian Constitution is a people-oriented one. If the 

men in the National House and Executive arm of government, especially the Presidency, are sincere 

and faithful to their cry for women empowerment and full representation, they would easily adopt 

affirmative action in the Constitution. That will ensure fifty-fifty in the number of seats in the House 

of Assembly and appointable positions. This will enable women participate on the same platform 

with men.  

Even at political party levels, evidence of patriarchal domination exist. Women are excluded 

from the formation stage of political parties, thus denying them the benefits accruing from 

foundation membership and collective ownership of parties. Also the non-inclusion of women in top 

party hierarchy and structure leads to the absence of women in the mainstream political parties.  

Based on the above submissions, one can conclude that patriarchy is a vice, and an evil that 

must be eradicated. Since these cultural factors are manmade, and the Nigeria Constitution is people 

oriented, these negative aspects of our culture can be removed and replaced with equal opportunities 

for both men and women in the Nigeria Political System. Equal opportunities will truly free women 

from the clutches/bondage of culture to be able to achieve their objectives in the political arena. 

Thus, unless patriarchal institution in Nigeria politics is dismantled, women empowerment and full 

representation can never be a reality.  

 

Summary  

In spite of the growing interest and great performance of women in politics, their high educational 

background and status, the number of women in the National Assembly and strategic positions is 

constantly low. To research for the root reason for this low representation, this paper attempted a 

brief historical analysis of positions of Nigerian women in the decision making processes in Nigeria 

and origin/development of patriarchal institutions in current Nigeria politics. Also the efforts of the 

Nigerian Government to ensure women empowerment and full representation and the reasons for 

dismantling patriarchy in current Nigerian politics were critically assessed. 

 The paper ascertains that Nigeria Government and all the stake holders clamoring for women 

empowerment and full representation are not sincere and faithful, for they pay lip service to women 

empowerment. This insincerity emanates from the influence of patriarchy on the stakeholders. Their 
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cultural beliefs in spite of their efforts to empower women have not changed. The paper submits that 

National Assembly elections or sharing of seats are characteristically patriarchal in nature; that is 

they are run by men supported by the assumption that men directed political, economic and cultural 

life in the past. The root cause remains the division of roles between the male and female gender as 

prescribed by culture which assigns subordinate positions to women. As a consequence, women have 

long suffered various forms of discrimination, inequality, exclusion and violence up to date.  

 The paper also discovers that the most pervasive and severe violation of women‟s rights are 

frequently those associated with the unwritten traditional norms and practices of Nigeria‟s numerous 

and diverse ethnic groups. These practices have a devastating impact on women‟s political life and 

undermine their political progress and development. Finally, the work is able to establish that 

patriarchy contributes to the perpetuation of women disempowerment and non-representation in the 

current National Assembly and decision making processes in Nigeria.  

 

Conclusion  

Patriarchal institution is a barrier to sustainable women empowerment and full representation. To 

achieve genuine empowerment for women which will in turn lead to full representation, patriarchal 

institutions must be removed from Nigerian politics.  

 Gains that will accrue from dismantling patriarchy from Nigerian politics includes: enduring 

gender role and responsibilities; more women will be elected into the National Assembly which will 

improve our economic development and strengthen our democracy; women politicians will be happy 

to act on the same platform with the men at elections into the National Assembly; and political 

parties would be on ability and not on sex. Women will then stop battling against discrimination and 

concentrate on their political careers. This will equally make more women to join in politics and 

women will be more empowered and represented. Thus, there is an urgent need for government and 

political party‟s sincerity and faithfulness towards women empowerment which is invariably a 

source of increase in the number of women in the National Assembly and strategic positions. 

 

Recommendation  

To dismantle the patriarchal institution which is the root cause of women disempowerment and poor 

representation, the following recommendations, if put into our policy frame work and implemented, 

would go a long way in our collective efforts to improve the number of women in decision-making 

positions.  

1. All the stakeholders especially government leaders advocating for women empowerment and 

full representation should be sincere and faithful. This is the only way to disentangle themselves 

from the evil clutches of those cultural beliefs/activities which assign domestic role to women, and 

public place to men. They should sincerely do away with those cultural beliefs and activities that 

influence their political behavior towards women in politics.  

2. To end the culture-based subordinate positions for women, discrimination and distinction on 

the basis of sex, the following are recommended: 

a. Elections and nominations of candidates into the National Assembly and political parties 

should be on the basis of „ability‟ not „sex‟. Electing more women into the National Assembly is a 

sure way to empower them.  

b.  The constitutional fundamental human rights that ensure the democratic right of men and 

women should be implemented. This will ensure women‟s equal rights, access and opportunities for 

participation and leadership in decision-making, and equally eliminate all gender-based violence and 
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discrimination. This equal opportunities and level playing ground will attract more female folk into 

politics.  

3. The need to sincerely support initiatives that ensure financial independence for women is a 

critical step for dismantling patriarchal institution which will ensure real women empowerment and 

full representation. Government can improve on this by increasing the proportion of women in 

elective and appointive positions. This will be an opportunity for women to rise financially and to be 

more effective in politics.  

4. Finally, once the patriarchal institution is dismantled, men will sincerely adopt and strengthen 

sound policies, enforceable legislation and transformative actions for the promotion of women 

empowerment and full representation. Hence, the implementation of the following internal and 

international protocols becomes easier and real. Such protocols are: 

-  The National Policy thirty five percent (35%) recommendation to be conceded to women in 

National political, social and economic arrangement. 

- Beijing Platform for Africa (BPFA), African Protocol on People‟s Right and Rights of 

women (APPRRW), Convention on Elimination of all forms of discrimination against women 

(CEDAW), etc. We can begin from the recommendations of these global platforms and even surpass 

them in the shortest possible time.   
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