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ABSTRACT

The importance of women in peace building and national development is
pertinent. However, in all societies, men and women areintegrally linked. Gender
equality is a human right, empowered women and girls contribute to the health,
education and productivity of families, communities and countries, creating a
ripple effect that benefits everyone. However, discrimination in girls access to
education persists in many parts of Nigeria particularly within the rural areas,
owing to customary attitudes, early marriages and pregnancies, inadeguate and
gender-bias teachings and education materials, sexual harassment and lack of
adequate schooling facilities. This work discusses women in politics, women
empowerment, society and status of women, women education, counseling
technique or services needed to assist women in actualizing their potentials.
There is need for increased participation of women in peace processes and
leadership positions through outreach activities such as public awareness,
sensitization and rallies; media activities.
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INTRODUCTION

Empowerment isan act of building, devel oping and increasing power through cooperation,
sharing responsibility and working together (Bagudo, 2000). Women’sempowermentisa
critical aspect of achieving gender equdity. Itincludesincreasingawoman’ssense of sdif-
worth, her decision-making power, her accessto opportunitiesand resources, her power
and control over her ownlifeinsdeand outsidethehome, and her ability to effect change.

Jackson (2002) perceivestheimportance of women from their roles as managers.
Shenotesthat peace and stability at homesdepend largely onthe managerial abilitiesof
folk. Women, especidly themothers, plan, organize, direct and coordinatedl theresources
at home-both human and materialsto the benefitsof all family including their husbands
(Jackson, 2002). Effective management of the homes promotes national devel opment but
whenever thisislacking the contrary isusualy thecase. Internationa conferencesof the
last decade such as the 1993 conference on Human Rights, the 1999 International
Conference on Population and Devel opment, and the 2000 Fourth World Conferenceon
Women, establishethat women'srightsare human rightsand that gender equdity iskey to
national development, the institutionalization of democracy and good governance.
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Organizations, communities and governments were required to integrate women’s
empowerment intheir activitiesand to eiminate or modify practi cesthat arediscriminatory
of women and that curtail their pursuit of rightsand capabilities. Women for Peaceand
Gender Equdlity (formerly CommonwedthWomen'sOrgani zation of Nigeria), iscommitted
to empowering girlsand women with the skillsto promote sustai nabl e peace through
inclusivegender equality. They also striveto ensurewomen’smeaningful participationin
peace building and policy making processfrom grassrootsto nationd level inNigeria. The
organizationinvestsinwomen and girlsin order to accel erate socio-economic and political
development through a peaceful, equitable and inclusive society. In Nigeria, female
participation in education is low when compared to that of their male counterparts
(Adefarasin 2005). Thesituation wasworseinthe past whenthegirl-child wasnot to be
givenany form of Western education. The Nigerian culture of early marriagedid not help
thesituations. Adefarasin (2005) observesthat in order to changeacountry’svision and
itssense of education, the peoples orientation hasto change. Toreach all the people, the
women should bereachedfirst, sncethey influencethechildren, thefamily andinextention,
thenation (Adefarasin, 2005).

SOCIALAND POLITICAL DISPARITIESAGAINST WOMEN
Men, using al sortsof excuses, have often kept women out of the public sphere. InNigeria,
itiscommon to hear politiciansmakeremarksthat the current Minister for Health isnot
qualified because she only hasa secretarial degree. The suggestionisto haveamore
qualified personin her place, preferably of the male gender. Thismight beatrueclaim
considering that perhapsit would have been better to have someone who knows more
about health, maybeamedical doctor. Theonly irony seen hereisthat thereisusually no
mention made of all the men who are holding powerful positionsin Government and yet
who only have primary school level education. However, sincethey arerich businessmen
withalot of political influence, it isconsidered acceptable to havethemin power. These
double standardsareamed at removing thefew women out of the public domain.
Elshtain (1999) writes, “what women have had to contend with all theseyearsisnot
simply or only thefact that men have beenin aposition of greater power over women.
Men fear the sexua and reproductive power of women. Thisisreflected inthelengthsto
which they have goneto protect themselves by projecting that fear outward into socia
forms, by embedding the need to defend themsel ves against women in institutions and
activitiesincluding politics. Men definethemsa vesby that whichis* not-woman; therefore
not vulnerable.” By using such petty excuses, likewomen'svulnerability, men continuoudy
keep out women from getting opportunitiesthat would enablethem reach their full potentia.
For example, inNigeria, no record of any fema e Governor upttill today. Educationwould
enablemorewomen to penetrateinto the public domain thereby creating alevel playing
field, but without it, women will always beamockery, kept out by petty excuses. Key
scholarsin history also perpetrate thistradition of holding women down. “Hegel, like
Arigtotle, excludeswomenfrominvolvementinthe‘good’ of publicredm. Instead, women
aredefined by thefamily. Thefamily isawoman’sbeginning and her end. Themaeadone
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can becomeared and substantia citizen” (Elshtain, 1999). Oneof the main contributions
of education isthat it enablesthegirl child and the woman to get out of thisrealm of
thinking and to seeawider world and inthisway envisonwider possibilities. If awoman
isdefined merely by her status as being the home-keeper, without sufficient exposureto
education, shestartsbelieving it and only relegatesher intelligence, talentsand capabilities
tothesmall sphere, ‘ her home.” With education, she can be ableto seebeyond her horizons,
get ajob or start abusinessand simply better her life.

Gender isasocial construct which assertsthat the expectations, capabilitiesand
responsibilities of men and women are not always biologically determined. The gender
rolesassigned to men and women aresignificantly defined —structuraly and culturaly —in
wayswhich create, reinforce, and perpetuate rel ationshipsof maedominanceandfemale
subordination (Jackson, 2002). Through the process of socidlization withinthefamily, in
educationa ingtitutionsand other social spheres, boysand girlsare conditioned to behave
incertainwaysand to play different rolesin society (Mwangi, 2004). They areencouraged
to conformto established cultura normsby being rewarded or punished for their behaviour.
At times, the placeswomen occupy in society are essentialized through claimsof innate
predigpositions. Thisconditioning and stereotyping easily havetheeffect of questioningthe
capability of girlsand women to perform certain tasks. Repeated regularly, it may solidify
and becomedifficult to uproot from the mental framesof people.

Paliticsistheart and science of government anditisaglobal activity, andthereis
hardly any society inwhich wedo not have politicsin oneway or the other (Oni, 2001).
Women inAfricatoday and most especialy Nigeriaremain politically under-represented
and economically disadvantaged. Ndubuis (2005) assertsthat Nigerian women havebeen
margindizedintheformd politica sysemsowing totraditiond beliefsand practices, which
inhibit their advancement and participationin publiclife. Theconsequencesarethat women
involved in politics havetended to accommodateissues and policies of specific concerns
towomen and by extensionto themajority incivil society (Oni, 2001). Affirmativeaction
encompassing women liberation movements, women empowerment programmes, first
ladies- summits, family support programme, better-life programme coul d not adequately
integratefema esintotheNigerian palitics(Ndubuig, 2005). Withthefirst lady’ ssengtization
of womenin politicsand appointed positions, isthe Situation Sideling change.

FEMININE RESPONSIBILITIES

Withinthe Nigerian society, thereare certain dutiesand responsibilitiesthat are considered
strictly feminine; for instance major domsetic activities such as cooking, cleaning, and
looking after the house are seen asthe birth right of women to perform . The household
and most specifically the kitchen are considered awoman’sdomain of expertise. Most
womenin Nigeria, andin placesall over theworld, are deprived of job opportunities
samply becausethey arewomen. Most employersfed that if women and most specificaly
married women got pregnant, thecompany wouldinvariably go at aloss(Oni, 2001). This
is because a part-time person would have to be employed and paid and so would the
woman who ison maternity leave. Someemployersbelievethat all thiscould easily be
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avoided by employing amale. Based on thefact that there are no binding labour lawsin
Nigeriawith regard to taking gender considerationson board whenit comesto employment,
most employersoften get away with it. Most often, most singleladies, beforethey are
offered ajob, aremadeto sign adocument stating that they are singleand that in the event
of their getting pregnant, they would not hold the company accountableif the company
decided to terminate their empl oyment contract. Thisdiscrimination, based onwomen's
childbearingrole, ishighly ironica considering that for society to continue, women arestill
expected to bear morechildren, preferably sons. Inthisway, even women who areeducated
still haveahard timefinding gainful employment. Thereisa so the societd attitude that
goeshand in hand with not supporting education of thegirl child and especialy to higher
levels. Parentsare often worried that if their daughter istoo well educated, she might not
get ahusband to marry her (Jackson, 2002). Thisinadvertently leadsto socia stigma
directed towardsthegirl’sfamily. Her education is seen more as being negative than
progressive, and especially if shedoesnot get ajob or getsalow-paying job. Thefamily
and community fedl that the money wasted on her education should have been used to do
other important things. Parentsaretherefore usualy not keenin encouraging their daughters
to seek higher education. Instead, suitable suitors are often suggested and a constant
reminder madeto thegirl that shewasnot getting any younger.

Women, Economy and Agriculture

Globalization has presented new challengesfor therealization of thegoal of women's
equdity, the gender impact of which hasnot been systematicaly eva uated fully. However,
fromthe micro-level studiesthat were commissioned by the Department of Women and
Child Devel opment, it isevident that thereisaneed for re-framing policiesfor accessto
employment and quality of employment. Benefits of the growing globa economy have
been unevenly distributed | eading towider economic disparities, thefeminization of poverty,
increased gender inequality through often deteriorating working conditionsand unsafe
working environment especialy intheinforma economy and rurd aress. Strategieswill be
designed to enhance the capacity of women and empower them to meet the negative
socia and economicimpacts, which may flow from the globalization process.

In view of the critical role of women in the agriculture and allied sectors, as
producers, effortswill be madeto ensurethat benefits of training, extension and various
programmeswill reach themin proportion to their numbers. The programmesfor training
womenin soil conservation, forestry, dairy development and other occupationsallied to
agriculturelikehorticulture, livestock including smal animal husbandry, poultry, fisheries
and al ot of otherswill be expanded to benefit women workersin the agriculture sector.
Also, to enhance women'’s access to credit for consumption and production, the
establishment of new, and strengthening of existing micro-credit mechanismsand micro-
financeingtitution will be undertaken so that the outreach of credit isenhanced to reduce
thelevel of poverty. Other supportive measureswoul d be taken to ensure adequate flow
of credit through extant financia institutionsand banks, so that all women below poverty
line have easy accessto credit.
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Women and Contemporary | ssues
Theimportant role played by women in electronics, information technol ogy and food
processing and agro industry and textiles has been crucial to the devel opment of these
sectors. They would be given comprehensive support intermsof labour legidation, socia
security and other support servicesto participatein variousindustrial sectors. Women at
present cannot work in night shift in factoriesevenif they wishto. Suitable measureswill
betaken to enablewomentowork onthenight shiftin factories. Thiswill beaccompanied
with support servicesfor security, trangportation and so on. A holistic pproachtowomen’s
health whichincludesboth nutrition and hedlth serviceswill be adopted and specid attention
will begiven to the needs of women andthegirl at all stagesof thelifecycle.
Thereductionof infant mortality and maternd mortdity, whicharesengtiveindicators
of human devel opment, isapriority concern. WWomen should have accessto comprehensive,
affordableand quality health care. Measureswill be adopted that take into account the
reproductiverightsof womento enablethem to exerciseinformed choices, their vulnerability
to sexua and health problemstogether with endemic, infectiousand communicablediseases
suchasmdaria, TB, and water bornediseesesaswd | ashypertens on and cardio-pulmonary
diseases. The social, devel opmental and health consequencesof HIV/AIDSand other
sexudly transmitted diseaseswill betackled from agender perspective (Matembe, 2002).
To effectively meet problems of infant and maternal mortality, and early marriagethe
availability of good and accurate dataat micro level on deaths, birth and marriagesis
required. Strict implementation of registration of birthsand desthswould beensured and
registration of marriageswould be made compul sory.

Education and Women

Peace educationisnot merely astructured knowledgethat strivesto makeonethinkina
certainway, but rather an education that enablesoneto think morecritically, makedecisons
more creatively, and have a chance at a better existence in the world today. This
discrimination against women when it comesto their accessand opportunitiesto education
isan embodiment of the cultural violence against womeninNigeriaand aviolation of one
of their fundamental human rights. Although theworldismaking progressin achieving
gender parity ineducation, prioritizing girls education providesperhapsthesinglehighest
return oninvestment in the developingworld. Equal accessto education for women and
girls should be encouraged to ensure peacefull coexistence in society. To eliminate
discrimination againgt women, universalized education, illiteracy eradication, gender-sengtive
educational system, increased enrolment and retention of women in society should be
givenitsright place (Independent Policy Group, 2003). To ensure effective operation of
thewomen or girl child education, there hasto be strict enforcement of laws against
premarital sex, selection and the practicesof femalefoeticide, femaeinfanticide, child
marriage, and child abuse aswell aschild prostitution among others. One of the major
differencesthat education would make, would bein giving femalechildrenand women a
sense of salf-esteem that woul d enablethem to fend and stand up for themselvesand their
rights. Both formal and informal educationfor thefemalechildren and womenisrelevant.
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Forma educationwould equip her with the necessary qualificationsrequired and informal
educationwould empower her to be ableto stand up for her rights. Accessto and retention
of girlsand women at all levelsof education, including the higher level, and al academic
areas contributesto their continued progressin professiona activitiesand thusbecomesa
huge factor in their empowerment. A society that marginalizes more than half of its
popul ation cannot expect positiveoutcomes, insteed it will alwaysfacel ops ded devel opment
that doesnot culminateinto overall economic gainsfor thesociety.

Women’srolein peace, development and humanitarian efforts. Implication for
Counsdling

Women do makeeffortsto takeadvantageof opportunitieswithintheir environment. Women
inthe Southern part of the country, for example, taketo trading inthemarket. Womenin
many Northern Statestend to be confined in their homes from where they engagein
productive activities (giving birth). Inagriculture, women arefound to bemoreactive
everywhereinNigeria. Inother occupationswomen areincreasingly taking positionsin
the development of the nation. What isrequired isfor more women to participatein
politicsand bein positionsof decison-making. Nigeriacan now boast of women lawyers,
doctors, nurses, pharmacists, teachers, professors, engineers, architects, management
consultants, civil servantsathough few inhigh positions, and thelike (1PG 2003).

However, al theseimportant breakthroughsin therecognition of women'srights
inthe peace and security arenadwarf in comparison with the bitter realitiesof womenin
most crisisand post-crisissituations, wherelittle has changed. 1n too many places, most
women and girlscontinuetolivein extremevulnerability, suffer unbelievable humanrights
abuseand remaintotaly marginalizedinal decison-making that affect their livesand their
communities. Humanitarian crises, caused by conflictsor naturd disasters, reinforce, increase
and perpetuate socia inequalitiesand discrimination, including gender inequalitiesand
exacerbate pre- exigting vulnerabilities. During humanitarian crises, wewitnessmore sexud
and domestic violence, aswell asviolation concerning housing, land and property rights,
personal documentation and statusrights.

Nigerianwomen aretill not having the opportunity of enjoying full education,
social and economicrights. This can be seen from the above obstaclesfacing Nigerian
women which were earlier discussed. These constraints have some implications for
counsdling asfollows:

a Some Nigeriansdeny the participation of womenin peace processesand leadership
positionsthrough engagement of stakehol ders;

b) Womenwho aredeniedright and privilegesneed to bere-oriented so asto achieve
individual growth and devel opment for women.

C) Nigeriawomenwho areunableto demand for their rightsneed assistancein order
toachievesdf-actuaization.

Toassst Nigerian women, counsel ors could adopt any of thefollowing;

a) Assertiveness Training: Training and participationin aninternational conference
on conflict prevention and peace building for women leadersin Nigeria. WWomen
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who areunableto demand for their rights, dueto low self-concept can be assisted
to do sothroughtheuseof assartivenesstraining technique. Thisinvolvesacquisition
of someuseful skillsby clientsto devel op self-confidence and seek for their rights.

b) Guidance Service: Counselors should make guidance servicesfor individuals
and groups. Counsdling/information servicesshould bemadeavailableto people
intheir community. Thesesarviceswill bringintofocusthebenefitsthat areimbedded
intheprovison of equa rightsand opportunitiestoall irrespectiveof religion, sex,
ageand other differences. Provision of educational opportunitiesto women by
governmental and norn—governmental Organizationswhichwill givethem access
to employment opportunities, enablethem to expand their roles, occupy important
positionsand contributeto thepolitica, economic and socia devel opment of their
country. Seminars, symposia, career talks, skillsdevel opment programmesand
workshops could a so be organi zed to sensitize and motivate governmenta and
non- governmental organizationsto providethe necessary ass stanceto empower
women.

CONCLUSIONAND RECOMMENDATIONS

Thedateof affairsof womeninthe NigeriaState asreveal ed by thiswork can beattributed
tolack of empowerment on the part of women and to sexua and gender motivated violence,
whichisdeplorably onthe upsurge. Women havelargely failed to makethe shift fromthe
grindstoneto the boardroom. In order to overridethis, now morethan ever, Nigerianeeds
to act to empower women by taking stepsto eliminateinequalities by the promotion and
fulfillment of women’spotentia through education, empowerment and employment hence
giving paramount importanceto thedimination of poverty andilliteracy and clamoring for
sustainable devel opment and positive halistic peace. Without an education, thegirl childis
crippled even before she beginstowalk. Itisthereforeessential to concludethat education
isatool for women empowerment and apanaceafor peace and national development.

Based on thefindingsof thisstudy, thefollowing recommendationsare made:

- Inorder to contributeto poverty reductionin Nigeria, women should beempowered
educationdly, politically, economicaly and socidly.

- Toimprovethe hedth and genera well-being of womentheir accesstoinformation
on sexua and reproductive health should be adequately facilitated.

- There is need for increased participation of women in peace processes and
leadership positions through outreach activities such as public awareness,
sengtization andrallies; mediaactivities, such asradioand TV programmesand
documentaries.

- Thereisaso the need to improve the status of women and empower them to
addresstheir gender needs adequately.

- A uniform platform of advocacy for resolving social issues and eradicating
inequalitiesat agrassrootsleve for policy-level changesshould be provided.
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- Effective bottom-up three-prong approach for ending hunger and poverty:
mobilizing peopleat thegrassrootsleve to build self-reliance, empowering women
askey changeagentsand forging effective partnershipswith theloca government
on peace building isanecessary approach that should be explored.

- Informing and engaging the public by using education, women entrepreneurship
and advocacy sKkillsto createaplatformtoincrease awarenessof theissuesfacing
teen mothersand gender-based domestic violenceisaveritabletool to solving the
women problem.
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