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ABSTRACT

This work is an historical exploration of Igbo women in political
development and in key governance positionsin Nigeria. Thisisin view
of the fact that the role of women in our society is no longer new in
devel opmental discourse. In thiswork, we examine the concepts of politics
and governance, the theoretical position of women and their relevance
in politics. A critical analysis of Igbo women in the pre-independence
era is also discussed. Furthermore, an assessment of the degree of Igbo
women in nationalist struggle and their involvement in governance in
post independence Nigeria are also explored. It is accepted that for
development of any kind to be successful, women who make up a large
proportion of the population should not be left out. There is the belief
that as many men and women who have the potentials and rights should
be encouraged to contribute meaningfully to the development of our
society. Therefore, everything must be done to nurture democracy as it
gives room for engaging stakeholders to uplift the political status of
women.
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INTRODUCTION
Historically, evidence abound which underline thefact that I gbo women havefor
long been playing pivotal rolesinthepolitical life of Nigeria (Adenuga, 2000).
Recapping that the contributions, exploitsand impacts of many great |gbo women
of yesteryearsin shaping Nigeriapoliticsisnot quitesmpleatask. But sufficeitto
recall that political enlightenment played crucial rolesin redeeming theimage of
Igbo women in the contest in Nigerian politics. Despite the glorious past, an
overwhelming majority of 1gbo women are playing periphery politicsin Nigeria
Theredlization of periphery podition hasaitracted theaitention of nationd , continental
and international organizationsin an attempt to realign womeninto the cockpit of
Nigerianpalitics Without doubt, politicsisstill maledominated and very few women
areintoit. Thisstuationismanifested evenin studiesonwomen politicsin Nigeria
Drawing from the strength of history, it is observed that men’s partisan role has
received cond derabl e attention, than women (Hirchman, 1991). Thisdefinitely cals
for moreintensive studiesinto the political participation of Igho women, especidly
with the entrenchment of democracy in Nigeria. Itisagainst thisbackground that
we definitely cannot but draw from the strength of history, whileexamining the
history of 1gbowomen participation in governance. Specificaly, thepurposeof this
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study isto examinetheconceptsof politicsand governance, thetheoretical position
of women and their relevancein politics. After which acritical analysisof Igbo
womeninthe pre-independenceerawill bediscussed. Furthermore, an assessment
of the degree of Igbo women in nationalist struggle and their involvement in
governancein post independence Nigeriawill be made. Finally, opportunities,
obstaclesand prospectsfor Igbo women in governance and politicswill then be
highlighted.

Theoretical Position on 1gboWomen Participation in Politics
Politicshasvarioudy been defined astheauthoritativealocation of values (Easton,
1959) and who getswhat, when and how (Lasswell, 1958). Thesetwo definitions
need clarificationson certain key words. They areauthority, governance, alocation,
values, access, time and means. Peopl e equate politicswith authority to act on
behdf of individuals, groups, communitiesand nations (Ufomba, 2007). Authority
therefore, istheright or mandate bestowed on an individual or agroup to act, to
make choice; exercisegovernmental power to makeon behalf of others(Omotayin,
2002). Itdsoinvolvesinfluenceof behaviour. Allocationinvolvessharing, contribution
of goods, positionsand servicesin society. Vauesinthiscontext refer to opportunities
andresources. Meansrefersto channds, inditutions, foodsand insrumentsavailable
for exercisng thesaid authority.

Conceptudly, governanceisseen asthe process of steering Stateand society
towardstheredization of collective' sgods. It pointsto thedynamic, but problematic
and often times contradi ctory rel ationship between the State and society (Pierre
and Guy, 2000; Balogun, 1999; Hyden and Brantton, 1999). Governance can be
moreappropriately defined asaprocessreferring to themanner inwhich power is
exercised inthe management of the affairsof anation, and itsrelation with other
nations. In other words, governanceistheway inwhich public power and authority
isformed and used to control and manage society’ sresources. Therefore, governance
can either be classified asgood or bad. From theforegoing analysis, we can say
confidently that politicsisabout the making of decisions. In Nigeria, thosewho
makedecisonsin political arenaareoverwhelmingly male,

Scholarshavestudied the parti cipation and theway decision-makersalocate
valuesand resources (Adimora, 2002; Okanybai, 2006 and Omotala2003). And
through thiswe derivetheoriesof representation. Decison-making and participation
were predicted on the motivationsand behaviours of political men and women.
Thisstudy isinterested in dissecting | gbo women participation in governancein
Nigeria. Without doubt, western political philosopherslike Socrates, Plato and
Aristotle have preconceived ideas of the proper place of women in the society
(Edozie, 2006). Theream of rationa proof wasfor along timedominated by men
to theexclusion of women (Uwama, 2006). Remarkably, Pythagoras, Thalesand
Euclid among otherswere men. Even themain thinkers of the enlightenment era
such as Rousseau, Gibbon, Voltaire, Goethe among otherswere men (Adeney,
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2001). Thus, the western political thought was male dominated. The work of
Musgrave and Whedl er-Benneto (1972) emphasi zesthe predicament of awoman
who triesto combine both her home and career aswell. Hence, after adetailed
study of womenin Russia, McCauley (1981) concludesthat femaleparticipationin
the devel opment process can be more organized and better planned and would
lead to sustainable devel opment. As corroborated by Marx and Engel (1947),
most societiesthrough their cultureshaverelegated women into alesser position.
Themen becauseof their initia advantage of physica strength usualy demonstrated
inwars, appropriatethematerial resourcesof society such aslaw and order, wesalth
aswell aspolitical power to themselves. This consciousnessincreasesfeminist
movementswhich, if properly organized, will becomemoreforceful. Therefore, the
theoretical position of thiswork centreson that stereotype and prejudice about the
femae. Theseare sustained becausethey serve specific functioninthemaintenance
of thestatusquo. It isenvisaged that once the encumbrances on the path of women
development isachieved, they toowill get to the pinnacle of power.

| gbo Women participation in the Pre-Independence EraPoliticsin Nigeria
Thebelief that women areto walk in the shadows of menistill strongly upheldin
some quarters. The aphorism, behind every successful man, thereisawoman,
underlinestheinsgnificance of women. Even beforetheadvent of coloniaisminthe
nineteenth century, Igbo land wasama e dominated society with normsand traditions
thet favoured ma e supremacy. Somewomeninthisterritory later desgnated Nigeria
Thus, thelgbo tradition too refl ectsthe power of womenin governance. Structures
of palitical participation equivalent or parald tothosefor men existed for women
whereby women'svoicewere heard and their participation guaranteed from the
family to council inthelarger society.

Allen (1998) opinesthat in the society, political power isdiffused and
leadership wasfluid and informal. Community decisionswere made and disputes
stledinavariety of sttings, villagewideassemblies, women meetings, agegrades,
and secret aswel| astitle societies. Among Ndigbo from Delta State, thevillage
and small townswereruledjointly by the Obi (King) and the Omu (FemaeKing).
The Omu is not the wife of the King and isin no way related to him (Okonjo,
1988). The Omu ruled in conjunction with the Obi. From theforegoing, onecan
say that 1gbo women played significant rolein pre-colonial politics and were
indispensablein palace and community administration. The belief of somelgbo
society like Ohiafiaand Abam in Abia State; Abiribaand Eddain Ebonyi State
among othersinmatrilined family sysemfurther strengthensthe positionsof women
indeterminingther affairs.

I gboWomen and Nationalist Sruggle
Under colonid rule, Igbowomen took decisve stepsto represent their viewswhich
had been greatly marginaized in governance. They organized themsel vesto confront
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theinjusticeresulting from colonid rule. ThefamousAbaWomen War of 1929 was
an offshoot of their protest. During thewar, which was aprotest against British
administration and the colonia order imposition of taxesonwomen, several women
lost their lives (Faseke, 2001). It wasin thisatmosphere of bitter resentment that
thewomen had the rumor that they too would betaxed. Thiswasfurther infuriated
by thefaling pricesof palm produce (Isichel, 1983). Theensuring scuffleled tothe
immortaization of Madam Chiyere Nwanyiriuwaand M adam [konnaNwanyiukwu
Enyia, both of Oloko in present Ikwano Local Government Areaof AbiaState.

Furthermore, Margaret Ekpo, an illustrious | gbo daughter married to a
Caabar man, wasamong those that attended the pre-independence constitutional
conferencein Britain. Shewas|ater to represent AbaUrban North Constituency at
thethen Eastern House of Assembly. Andin 1953, shewase ected thefirst national
secretary of thewomen’swing of National Council of Nigeriaand Cameroons
(NCNC) (Plumber, 2000). With the position shefought for, women enfranchisement
cameintoforce courtesy of the 1954 Oliver Lyttleton Congtitution.

Chief Mrs. Margaret Ekpo’seffective participationin politicswasfurther
strengthened whenin 1961 and 1964/65 she alongsi de with another veteran Igbo
politician, Chief Mrs. Janet Mokel u retained their seatsin the Eastern House of
Assembly. Ascorroborated by Ekpo, no woman will be highly respected by her
husband and her society, if she hasno visible profession. And no woman could
contribute effectively to the devel opment of her placewithout her havingaviable
occupation (Atteo and Jaja, 2003).

I gbo Women and Gover nancein Post | ndependent Nigeria

Contrary to the expectations, theimmediate post independent eradid not witness
much confrontational Igbowomen involvement in politicsthat characterized the
pre-independence era. Thiswasasaresult of the euphoriaof theindependencein
1960 (Rix, 1987). Inthefirst republic, the notable I gbo daughtersthat werein
governance positionsand corridorsof political power were Mrs. FloraAzikiwe,
wifeof Nigerid sfirst president, Dr. Nnamdi Azikiwe, Mrs. JustinaEze, Chief Mrs.
Margaret Ekpo and Chief Mrs. Janet Mokelu. Theseamazons|eftindeliblefootprints
onthesand of Nigeria'spoalitica history. However, dueto themilitary intervention
inNigeria spoalitics, nothing much was heard from the lgbo women, except Chief
Mrs. FloraNwapa, acabinet member during Ukpabi Asika sadminigtrationinthe
then East Central State aswell as Chief Mrs. VictoriaAkanwa, during the second
republic, under the administration of Chief Sam Mbakweinthe old Imo State.
However, with theentrenched hegemony of themilitary, the office of thewifeof the
president and governor wasinstitutionalized and given more power courtesy of
another illustrious Igbo daughter, Mrs. Maryam Babangida in 1987. She
institutionalized the office of thefirst lady and took the issue of women to an
unimaginablelevel. Thisprompted Ekpu (1991) to remark that Mrs. Maryam
Babangidatook theingtitution out of itsmoribund stateand gaveit alifeof itsown.
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Sheturned it into an intensive supportive mechanism for governance. With the
entrenchment of democracy intheforth republic, many notable Igbo daughters
ventured into partisan politics. They include Senator Mrs. Nkechi Nwogu, Ms
LindaChubalkeazu, Dr. Mrs. AdaOkwuonu, theincumbent Deputy Governor of
Imo State, Elder Chief Mrs. Eunice Uzo Kalu, President and Founder, Realty
Organi zation Worl dwideand our own indefatigable Emperessof AbiaState White
House’ and WinnieMande aof Nigeriapolitics, Her Excdlency, Chief Mrs. Mercy
Odochi Orji, among others. Women should proveto all that they arein politicsto
contribute their quotaand work to realizetheir political goals; noting that since
politicsdemand that players be vocal and capable of expressing themselvesin
public, mgority of thewomenfolk findsthemsel vesexcluded fromthegame. The
time has comefor achange of attitude toward women participation in decision
meaking. Thiswill beachievablethrough proper and effectivepolitical enlightenment
programmes at the grassroots levels. Nevertheless, it should be noted that the
administration of Goodluck Jonathan hasbeen theonly Nigerian administrationthat
hasbeen liberal interms of inclusion of women in decision making positions. A
typical casein point isthe appointment of Dr Ngozi Okonjo Iwelaas Minister of
Financeand Coordinating Minister of the federation against strong protest by the
malefolk. More of such abound.

Obstaclesand Opportunitiesfor |gboWomen in Gover nance

The singlemost important opportunity for Igho womento participatein politicsin
Nigeriaremainsunder ademocratic set up. Without doubt, coloniaismand military
ruleinNigeriaworked againgt women active participationin politics. Theawareness
crested by the circumstance of democracy would not have been possiblefor women,
if Nigeriaisunder an undemocratic setting. The opening up of the political space
through the formation of more political parties creates the rooms for women
participationin politicsand to contest el ections.

Although democracy offers opportunities for women participation in
governance, therearetill seriousencumbrances, whichimpedeactive participations.
These hindrances are circumscribed by historical distortionswhich society had
undergone. For the lgbo women, such obstaclesinclude the patriarchal nature of
the society or what hasbeen regarded asthemasculinemode! of politics, conditutiona
and legal impediments, and lack of political party support, socio-economic
consideration, traditional beliefsand practices. Though some of these concernsare
sdlf-exemplary, afew may require someclarifications.

Patriarchal Nature of the Igbo Nation/Masculine Model of Politics in
Nigeria: Inevery part of thelgbo nation, men are superior to women. Assuch
lineageistraced to theman. Rulership fromthisperspectiveisa so seenasamae
affair. Thisgivesimpetusto what has been termed masculinemodd of palitics. In
thissystem, men dominatethe political arena; formulatetherulesof the political
gameand the standardsfor evaluation.
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Constitutional Constraints: The Nigeria's constitution continuesto act asan
impediment, not only to Ighowomen participationin politics, but womeningenerd.
A married woman isfaced with the problem of constituency especialy if sheis
married outside her locality or State of origin. Thewomen cannot claim the same
State of origin with her husband. Often timeswhen she goesback to her original
State, sheislooked upon asan outsider.

Lack of Palitical Party Support: Political party chieftains usually play down
support for women in elective and appointment positions. M ost partieshave no
clear cut policy for women either in their congtitution or party manifestos. Women
continueto play “ cheer leaders’ rolemaepoaliticd actors.

Socio-Economic considerations. Money iscentral to the determination of any
eectord victory, not only inlgbo nation, but inthemacro Nigerian palitica firmament.
Inthee ection of 2003, it wasobviousthiswasevident. Thoughtherewerewaivers
for female candidates not to pay the nomination feesduring the party primaries, it
still did not put aceiling of what any candidate could spend on the campaign.

CONCLUSION

Theprospectsof |gbowomen participationin politicsremain very bright, especidly
inademocratic setting. Therefore, everything must be doneto nurture democracy
asit givesroom for engaging stakehol dersto uplift the political statusof women.
The processmust start with areview of the 1999 constitution to makeit gender-
sengitive. The socio-economic rightsof the citizensmust befully and adequately
addressed. And sincewomen remain amarginalized and disadvantaged group, the
affirmativeaction clause should bewell entrenched in the congtitution in suchaway
that it will giveleveragefor more women to comeinto the cockpit of decision-
making positionsinNigeria
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