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Abstract

Women empowerment can be described as the provision of adequate opportunities to women fo
develop thelr potentials and contribute to the development of the ration in particular and the
world in general, It has been ohserved that women have been disempowered since creation,
Efforts made o far towards women empovwerment has yielded lirle fruits. This paper iv therefore
an attempt to re-emphasize and re-awaken the mind of humanity on the undisputable rofe of
warmen in national development, The paper examined challenges hindering Nigerian women's
gffective contribution to national development, roles of women in national development, efforis
made 5o far towards women empowerment and how Nigerian women could be empowered in
order io contribute to-national development. The paper finally suggested that since the role af
women in national development is very important in the development of any couniry, the
Nigerian government owes it as a duty to remove those arrtificial and institurional harriers based
an religion, culture, or traditional considerations which have incapacited Nigerla women in
participating effectively and frecly in national affairs particularly, af the pofitical and ecomomic
levels so that women will contribute their quota to National development among others.
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Introduction

The Woman has been defined in 50 many ways as: the weaker vessel. feeble minded being, child
bearer, emotional being, man’s helper, caretaker, man’s better half, man's wealth preserver,
man’s soul mate, home managers, among others (Okereke,, 2010)° No matter the number of
categories the woman is placed on as stated above, she is more than these. A woman is
powerfully created with superior structures. She is impeccably and uniquely made by her creator.
The emergence of 21%century laden with sufficient evidence; scientifically and otherwise, has
proved that men are capable of holding leadership positions as men. Woman, as many think, are
not naturally weak. They neither have limited contractual capacity nor lower intelligence
quotient than women. This iz proved in the likes of women like Margaret Thatcher “the
ironlady”, former Prime Minister of Britain, Indira Ghandi, former Prime Minister of India,
Queen Elizabeth I of England, Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, President of Liberia. [n Nigeria, we have
women like Dr. Ngozi Okonjo Tweala, Finance Minister, Late Professor Dora Akunyili, former
Minister of Information and Director of NAFDAC, Dr. Ndi Okereke Onviuke among others who
distinguished themselves in leadership and administration of Nigeria,
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In the last two decades, according to Olaleve (2008), debates, on the status of women and the
need o inlegrate them into development process of any nation have ranged on at national and
. international warkshops, seminars arnong others. In Nigeria today, the women have come a long
way in business, politics, education, sports and other professions. They have made an indelible
mark in their efforts to conguer the limitations of the past which have sought 1o place them
permanently in the kitchen and bedroom. Nigerian women are still relegated to the background
as they lack the educational, economic and political power necessary to actualize their innate
potentials. Ifedili and Ifedili (2012), asserted that Nigerian women are stalled by culture, which
made them, vulnerable to effectively join the workforce and contribute to economic and thus,
national development, Majority of Nigerian women have not been fully mobilized and
empowered to contribute to national development. Otherwise, we would not still be talking about
WIIIET eMPOwWerment,

The concept of development has been viewed from different angles; social, economic, political
and cultural, Okemakinde (2014} viewed development to depict positive change and
development in socio-sconomic and political conditions or situations of the society. (Momukoro
(2012), views development in terms of hurman potentials and capabilities in the context of
relations with other social groups, He further emphasized that development means greater
understanding of social, economic and political process, enhanced competence to analyse and
solve problems of day-to-day living, expansion of manual skills, greater control over sconomic
resources, resloration of human dignity, self respect and equality. Thus national development is a
multi-dimensional process involving the transformation of ihe economic, social and political
situations.

Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary (2014) defined empowerment as giving somebody power
or authority to do something; w give somebody more control over their own life or the situation
they are in. Mills and Friesen (2001) see empowerment as the authority of subordinates to decide
and act. It is something people do for themselves which involves solidarity and participation in
the struggle for greater control over their lives, Empowerment according Okereke (2010), iz a
process of giving strength, push or enablement to do something to make it perform the desired ar
cxpected task. He further explained that empowerment in relation to human being is a mental,
spiritual, intellectual moral and physical re-awakening, It is strengthening the fechle or weak-
minded person(s) and helping them rise up and be part of the political and economic revolution
going on in the nations of the world. Tt is stirring up the spirit of a person to do the extraordinary
or seemingly impossible thing.

Lasiele (1999) described women empowerment as the provision of adequate opportunities to
women 1o develop their potentials and contribute to the development of the nation in particular
and to the world in general. It is s=en as the provision of conducive environment or opportunities
o women to contribute’their quota to the social, political and economic development of & nation.
Okereke (2010), viewed women empowerment as the act of sirengthening women to rise up and
handle the challenges of life. He further said it is about metivations which help women to do
what they thought they could not do. Okemakinde (2014), see women empowerment as a
veritable mechanism to increase women skills and abilities, their control over the resources and
decisions affecting their lives. Woman emnpowerment is thercfore, regarded as the breaking of

L

55




e —

Tmir nariowal feariad (3 The Ferum For A fcan Wamer ok

m.mers that limit women from doing certain things men do in the society, It is sctiing women
~ea fram cultural and traditional bondages that militate apainst their productive powers and

| development

The history of development clearly teaches us that nations are built by the collective will of the
citizens and creative hard work. It is avidence that one of the weaknesscs of the emerging
economies of African nations today is the failure to deeply involve women in the process of
governance and development (Okereke, 2010). Wo nation can develop to the limit of its
potentials unless women are fully empowered to teke up responsibilities as men and work
collectively towards the political and socio-economic development of the country. To fully
empoWEer WoImen requires a holistic approach to break the cultural and traditional barriers that
hold women in bondage in a free world of equal apportunitics. The time has come when women
should be flly intcgrated into the echeme of things for national development

It is against this background that the paper discusses factors that inhibit women's contributions to
national development. It identifies various economic activities through which women
meaningfully contribute 1o national development, areas women can be empowered for national
development and recommendations that will empower women ta contribute memmingfully to a

rapid and effective national development will be given.

-Challenges Hindering Nigerian Women's Effectlve Contributions to National Development
Whmen in Nigeria no doubt belong to the disadvantaged group in the society when compared to
their male counterparts for reasons bieyand their making and control. There is obviously no
deliberate policy of discrimination against women in Migeria, yet some pbnoxious traditions,
habits and ideas about woemen inhibit their progress and active participation in national aftairs.

In spite of the seemingly remarkable achievements recorded by women world over, Migerian
onstrained in their efforts (o play a major and decizive role in the
goeial-political and cconomic development of the nation. Agu (2007) blames the colonial
authorities for setting the dangerous slage and precedence for the weakening of the influence and
role of women through what has been described as the “abrogation of the social stability” which
the Nigerian society had enjoyed before the coming and intrusion of the British Colonialists.
Such cultural beliefs and practices are found in the idea that men are superior to women and this
hat helped to deny Wwomen of their rights as human beings.

These disparities between Migerian women and men have hindered the Nigerian womnen from
contributing meaningfully 1o the development of the nation. The problems include:

5. TMiteracy ) .
Education is basic to a person’s ability 1o maximize any Opporiuniy that may arige from

development, Education, whether formal or informeal constitutes a vital instrumemnt for socio-

economic development of any society as well as the upliftment of the individual concemed

{Ainabor & Ovbiagele, 2007). Unfortunately, the problem of gender disparity 1n Migerians

_ educational development a3 is the case of other parts of the world remains the basie constraint 1o
women development in Nigeria.
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The impontance of literacy and women empowerment in promoting gender a quality and the
advancement of women was farther stressed by the Millennium Development Goals {2000) the
Education For All (EFA) and Dakar Goals (2002). Access to women educational development
programmes, in the words of Kagitabasis, Goksen and Gulgoz (2005) is considered one of the
main factors for women empowerment and national development., For women to be Integrated
into development process, they need quality education, in order to become co-partners in
national development. The problem of gender imbalance in access 1o basic education in this
country has not been fully addressed going by gender disparities in school enrolments (FMWA,
2006 & FME, 2007), Preference for male education and anti-women education traces which are
still visible in some parts of Nigeria, particularly in the far North (Ainabor, Eregha and
Ovhiagele, 2006) contribute to women's less aceess to basic education, This gender imbalance to
aceess o educational development opportunities has for a long time hindered women's fill
development of their potentials and consequently affected their contributions to national

development

b) Cultures and Tradition

Various cultures and traditions in Nj geria restrict the role of women to domestic activities, such

a5 keeping the home clean, bearing children, cooking food for the entire family members among
- The society as at todday sees these roles as less important as they require less extensive

formal education for one to be able to perform them. Most cultures and traditions in Nigeria

systems have been a mijor obstacle to women development in Nigeria and as such constraints to
their contribution to nationa) development

¢) Sex stereatype

During the period of socialization females are usually trained to belicve that there are different
roles for males and females as well as the superiority of males over females. Adults alsa
discourage competition between males and females and as such the female fee] inferior to the
males. Yomi (2007) also raised another challenge which he described as the “patrilineal system
of descent™ in which generations are identified through male olff-spring. The responsibility for
the preservation and continuity of the “family tree” reste on the male children and special
recognition are accorded them than the females in the preparation for their adult roles. These
mentality formed from childhood hinders the woman from aspiring to great heighis and as such
cannot exhibit Gods potentials in their lives and hence cannot  contribute eénough to the
development of the mation.

d) No sufficient power .

Nigetian women are generally not “agpressive or assertive” enough to seize leadership mantle
from their male counterparts (Lasicle, 1999). People who lack power drive will find it difficult to
assume leadership position. This impediment may be attributed to low self concept on the part of
Nigerian women most of whom believe that males are better than them in human endeavours,
This notion hinders them from irving to compete with their male counterparts which would have
given them the opportunity fo contribute meaningfully to national development,
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#) Boligicus belics
The different religions in Nigeria have different views as regards the position of women in
worldly affairs. Some religions strongly believe that women should only be seen and not heard
while some view men as superiors, few others see them as cqual, This difference in beliefs
adversely affects the way women are treated and opportunities provided to them. As such what
they believe in affects their effort towards national development.

f) Low participation of women in politics

Women do not ofien see themselves as viable instruments of political participation and national
development (Okemakinde, 2014). The level of women’s participation in politics is still very low
in Nigeria. Very few women in Nigeria contest for elective post, rather, they limit their political
activifies to voting or appointment into political positions. The complacency of women in several
aspects of national life not cnly reduces their capacity for manoeuvre in 2 main dominated
society but also helps in perpetoating the culture of reducing women to positions and roles of
second fiddle. This was why Agu (20(17) believed that women see politics as a dirty game, a
business which involves intimidation, rigping, assassination, kidnapping of opponents and all
sorts of electoral violence which they cannot cope with, This attitude of women may be related
o their level of education and peor economic base a situation that hinders them from
contribufing meaningfully 1o national development,

£) Poor Economic Base

Most Nigerian women are poor. This situation may be related to their low level of educational
attamment. In business, most women do not often involve themselves in high profile ventures.
They prefer instead to engage in petty trading where the gains and losses are articulated at the
end of each day {Okemakinde, 2014). The access of women to finance is 50 minimal that woman
are penerally dizadvantaged in terms of economic stability and independence. With poor
economic base of most women their contribution to national development will be less
substamtial. Nigerian women like their counterparts in other developing countries of the world,
suffer from undue discrimination, marginalization and exploitation by the men folk through the
instrumentation of their cultures and traditions and az such cannot contribule their quota to
national development

Role of Nigeria Women in National Development

One of the most serious problems faced by the Nigerian development 15 non active participation
of women in the national affairs. Women had tangible records of economic activities, largely in
peasant societies where women made large contributions to community and national
development. However, these contributions are not really recognized, but the truth is “whether
onc holds a pragmatic or & humanistic view of development, the participation of women i3
necessary in national development. The analysis of women’s traditional and preservation
" responsibilities demonstrated that they filled significant roles in the economy and in society, such
as cultivation, food processing, food preservation, animal husbandry and marketing, in addition
to caring for their homes and families (Okereke, 2010), The following areas have been identified
as potent avenues by which wamen have collectively contributed to national development
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=  Grassroots solidarity

Women's Brassroots initiative, groups and organizations are highly functional and supportive to
communities and nations. Womens capacities for co-operative action were a large part of the
reason for identifying them as the “backbone development” (Okereke, 2010). They organize
!J:u::mﬂf:h'm for wide-ranging purposes, mutual savings and loan systems, house construction -and
- improvement, cooperative farming and marketing, mobilizing funds for scholarship, starting
nursery cenire and installing water supplies. Despite the substantial accomplishment of women
groups, women are still regarded as not contributing meaningfully to national development

* Food production

Women's traditional roles in economic activities were neither evident nor even acknowledged in
the modern sectors of agriculture, industry, commerce and govermnment, The contribution of
women 10 food production in Migeria cannot be overemphasized. Over time, women have paid
their dues immensely both as individuals and as groups in Migeria in the food production
process. They clear the land, till, plant and tend crops, They harvest, store, preserve and even
ensure that produced food ends up edible on the dinning tahles.

In Migeria, women work the land and feed the population. Women are instrumental to the
development of most prosperous agricultural regions in different parts of the country and Africa
in general. The devaluation of women’s work done in sustainable economies is the natural
outcome of a system constructed by capitalist patriarchy. These roles are -not accorded their
rightful -recognition in the society but seen is mere on times.

¢ Food preservation and storage _ _

Apart from roles women play in the cultivation of crops and livestock domestication, they
preserve and store food crops. For example, African bread fruit, cassava, palm oil, cocoyvam,
among others are specially preserved by women. Thess foods that are preserved and stored
provide food especially during planting seasons when food is in short supply. It provides food
security for the family and community,

. Women have continued in their struggles to be relevant in the development process of the nation
though their efforts are neglected in the nation's planning process. In professional technical -
occupations, they are found mostly as teachers and nurses. Some are also found in clerical
‘occupations.  Generally, women dominated the non-wage sectors. Okogie in Ker (1999)
observed that women make their greatest contributions to the economy in the agricultural sector,
Trading is another area women contribute to the economy of the country. Many are engaged in
both local and cross border irade which boosts the economy,

Efforts Made So Far Towards Woman Empowerment

Women over the years have made several efforts to change their conditions but such efforts have
been sporadic, uncoordinated and unsustained, Deliberate organized efforte aimed at changing
the status quo of women is a recent phenomenon. World conferences with women issues top on
the agenda have been held at various times. There was the 1973 conference at Mexico City, 1980
at Copenhagen, 1985 at Nkrobe, 1995 Beijing conference and even the- recent women summit
held 18" October, 2014 at Abuja at the instance of Dame Patience Jonathan, the wife of the
Nigerian president, all geared towards women improvement
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These conferences have succeeded in bringing gender issues to global attention, The
international conference gave the problem of women a global outlook and emboldened them to
articulate the issues of critical concern and lobby for attention and assistance. This made the
International and National Institufions and agencies more responsive to women's needs and
aspirations.

The international conference on population and development held in Cairo in 1994 was 3 major
breakthrough in the- empowerment of women. Tt identified that empowerment of women and
improvement of their status as essential to the realization of the full potential of economic,
political and social development of any given human society.

The Beijing conference centered on upholding the earlier conventions on the climination of all
forms of discrimination against women. The Beijing conference recognized the need for the
cmpowerment of women and equality between men and women as prerequisites for achieving
political, social, economic, cultural and environmental security among all the peoples of the
world.

In Nigeria, several bodies and organizations emerged with the objective of empowering women,
protecting and promoting their interest. The defunct Better Life for Women Programme, the
Family Support Programme (FSP), Family Economic Advancement programme (FEAP), the
National Women’s Commission (NWC). the Mational Council of Women Societies (NCWS)), are
Governmental Organizations (G.0¢) that were all geared towards women empowerment. There
are also non-government bodies with similar targets.

Many African couniries have formulated policies to promote women empowerment and
development. For instance, Nigeria has adopted a “National policy on Women". This is to
promote and protect thie rights of women and increase their participation in government. The
MNational Economic Empowerment Development Strategy  (NEEDS) document expresses
governments commitment to 30 percent representation for women and the Federal Government

i5 trying to keep to that policy.

All these and other efforts put in place have not vet yielded enough fruits as *majority of women

remain unempowered even though some have received the supposed vehicle (Education) through

which empowerment could be conveyed, This is mainly due to some variables that constitute

obstacles’barriers to empowerment that have -not vet been removed and the Madus Operandi of
 the exponents of women Empowenment.

Empowering the Nigerian Women Towards National Development

The foregoing constraints notwithstanding, full actualization of the potential of Nigeria waomen is
not hopefully beyond achievement in the next millennium. In the traditional African societies,
women represent the most essential ingredient in the formation of an important bio-social Eroup
kmown as the family, However, Fasugha (2000) was observed opines that many women are now
engaging in activities and jobs hitherto reparded as the exclusive reserve of men. He further
stated that since women have -become conscious of their rights, they have continued to sing it
but with men in all areas of human endeavours. For instance, there are now - more women in the
middle and high management leve] jobs than it used to be though the percentags is still small,
One major way by which women could be empowered is acquisition of vocational skills
education. The right of women to he self reliant and self-employed can be achieved through the
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acquisition of vocational skills that are related to their environment This will enable them -to

engage in small scale enterprises, which is one of the ways of reducing the incidence of poverty

and unemployvmant among women and consequently become empowered enough to contribute to

national development.

Okemakinde and Tijani (2009), are of the view that the major pre-requisites for Empowering

women in the society include:

(i) Being sensitive to issues of gender and other aspects of humanity and interaction where
social inequality can emerge:

(i)  Endeavour to wtilize existing resources in the given location in a productive manner
whenever possible:

(i)  Giving people who live and work in the given community an active role in a decision

Ing process regarding the delivery of services:
(iv)  Giving opporunities to exeluded groups to participate in public policy matters;
(v} Formalizing, disseminating and enforcing legal rights among others,

The above reveals that the income generating programmes are a practical solution to
empowering women and strengthening their positions in the society {Okemakinde, 2014),

Kester, Okemakinde and Ejerenwa (2005) are of the opinion that women can be empowered to
sustain the economy through education, They further stated that the Nigerian government should
emphasize the importance of education of female population not anly in arts, the humanities and
social sciences but also in science and technology. Also there should be sensitization of the
parents and key stake-holders about the importance of female students in leaming Teachers
should equally assign female students to leadership positions, and use fomale educators and
professionals as role models for career talks and guest lecturers,

Women can be empowered orally, by the use of inspiring words that will awaken the inner being
of @ woman to the realization of the poientials she has and inhcrent abilities that can make her
actualize great things. Written empowerment that one receives from written materjals like books,
magazines, articles among others will bring back fresh ideas and push one to accomplish her
task. Women need it to integrate into national building, It helps them to actualize gender equality
and- claim their fghts, have access to resources and techrology and needed services. This will
help them influence policies. Women therefore deserve “Literacy Empowerment”,

Empowering women financially is one of the most powerful ways of empowering women.
Okereke (2010) defined money as a defence, security, prime move, strengthencrs, life giver and
god of the universe. Money pives a person power, authority and influence. Money answers
nearly el things, gives one boldness and confidence. Financial empowerment is very vital to a
worman because she needs it 1o start a business, finance projects, run organmzations; get involve in
politics amonp others. With enough finance, the woman will contribute immensely to the
national development ofa country. To empower women financially they should be allowed to
have access to loans and mortgages.

Wormen empowerment will remain a mirage if women themselves are not fully invelved, To
ensure full and sustsined participation, women should eschew petty jealousy, envy, greed,
gossips, slandering, belittling and not having confidence on their fellow women some vices-that
destroy women bonding,
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Conclusion ;
TE:m:m:l to empower Nigerian Wome cannot be

the need for individuals to

oo i endatioms |
In order to promote WOTMen  cmpowerment towards nationsl developmond, the following

recommendations are hereby moada:

1. : The creation of awarcness is important in any issue of vital importance to this global
challenge. The awareness should centre on what women empowerment is, its benefits to
mdividuals and to the society and way of achieving it;

2. The Nigerian nation owes the women folk the responsibility of removing those arificial
and institutional barriers based en religion, culture or traditional considerations which
have mncapacited the ability of Nigerian women to participate effectively and freely in
national affairs particularly at the political and economic levels;

3 Government should as a matter of deliberate policy promote gender balance in access to
education in Migeria by insisting on the -enrolment of certain percentage of-girl children
in schoois. This is in line with the Affirmative Action that requires about 30 percent of
women to be elected to political positions in African countrics;

4, The Ministries of Women Affairs all over the Federation should play a great role in
bringing to focus the fundamental challenges of the women folk which the povernment
and other instititions of state owe the responsibility to tackle. To achieve this, constant
pressure should be brought to bear on the authorities to create positions of responsibility
and advancement for the women folk; .

3. Women on their part should strive -0 break through development -barriers with great

. determination, perseverance, unbreakable solidarity and genuine desires (o conguer the
natural challenges of their origin and

& Every women forum, whether in the city or rural areas, should be effectively utilized as

© an avenue to educare the illiterate ones among them on skills, knowledge and values that
will help them improve their social, economic and political life style.
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