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ABSTRACT .

)
The role of womnen In development programines Is now belng yiven grealer sttention than any other tinmes before.
This increase in awareness carne as o consequence of the reqlisatlon of the potentiallty of wormnen as agent of gation bullding
and national cevelopment. This paper highlights the ettects of sex discrimination Hyainst wornen and the negative impact of
low status ot wornen in political participation and other lite situations. 1he paper further examinesithe intrincate relationship
ol women and development ds it concerns rural grassrools women [n Nigeria. In concluding the paper, it was asserted that
eftective women participation in political progrannes in the country Is sinequa non to thelr advancegent. This could only

be enqendered through an eflective grassroots women education.

Introduction .

Recently, there has been an Increase in the realization of the cruclal role of women in
population and development and the emergence of a life-cycle approach to gender issues.
The first United Nations world Conference on Women in Mexico in 1975 and the consequence
declaration of that year as the International Year of Women, began a process ofireappraisals

- and recognition of women as being at the core of development efforts (UNFPA, 1995).

The UM decade (1976 - 1985) for women further highlighted the effects of 56X dis-

wimination against women and the negative impact of low status of women on -maternafl -

mortality and other life situations. In 1980, la second tonference was held In- Copenhagen
during which a programme of action to. integrate women in -developnrent was drawn up.

Furthermore, in 1985, the 3rd World Conference on. Women adopted the "Nairobi Forward
Looking Strategies (NGLS)" for the advancement of Women. This strateqy provided for a frame-
work which was almed at promoting the achievément of the goals and objectives of the U’
decade for Women, which embodied three principal foci - equality, development and peace.
In the real sense of it, the NFLS qctually demonstrated Lhe commitment of the International

| com}nunity to the eliminal!on of gender - based discrimination. The most recent of these

canferences on wormen was Lle Beijing Conference of 1995.
The .activitiesof prebsur(_ groups around the world which led the Unlted Nations to
feciig on (he status of women has served to sensitise (;overnnmnts and peoples around the~
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warl< ta the fact that women are a disadvantaged minovity and that their hipnan rights have
for ong been rampled upon. (James, 1994). :

in Nigeria, the ministry of Justice and Local women's gqroups are working to ensure that
‘o - ~balance be redressed. Presently, the govermment al the Federal I.evel has established
=~ sistry of Women Affairs, to focus niinly on gender based issues as it affects women. The
_i-ieeate aim of establishing this minisiry is to improve the qualily of life of women and en-
- arce their status through effective mobilization and participation. Similarly, programmes
<uch as the Better Life for Rural Women and the Family Support Programnie are designed to
uplift the status of women in the countryand geared towards increasing women participation
in all facets of life activities. '

Despite all these programmes pul in place, it is surprising, however, to find that the
pace of the increase in women participation in political activities in the country stiii leaves
quch to be desired. This ugly situation according to James (1994) could be largely ascribed
‘o the attitude of people lowards women. As pointed out by James (1994), it is still not
surprising, that, despite the overwheliming evidence that mothers are the first teachers and
have shaped the thinking of generations past and present, (he prevailing attitude towards
women among a number of ethnic groups is that ‘they should be seen and not heard; that
they arc incapablc of thinking for themsclves and are prone to irresponsible behaviour®.

One can assume then, that it is this type of reasoning that has led to early marriages of
girls and to the confinement of young women in the homes of their fathers ‘and husbands. Of
¢t thal, even among those ethnic groups in which early marriage and
hich women make a considerable input in the family
ts that prevent them from pm’t,icipatlng fully in all

importance is also the fa
confinement are not practised and ih w
income. there are social and leqal constrain

spheres of national life.

Why Politicatl Participation?

it may be convenient at this point to asl for the reason why woinen need Lo participate

in politics. In ensuring that wonicn are well integrated in development issucs, emphasis is
now being placed on women participation in politics (UMIPA, 1995). The main reason for their
development is to have effective advocacy of women development programmes. The as-
sumption is that when women occupy political positions, they will be able to articulate hcl,l(':r
issues thal affect them. In cssence, to influence government policies and programmes In
favour of women, they must be ready to participate in the politics of the Country.

However, when we consider the present situation in the country, the number of women
occupying political positions is highly negligible. it may be intercsting to do an examination of
the various strata of government to confirm this observation. At the local governiment level,
the number of elected women chairmen may not be up to five out of the four hundred and
ninety (490) Councils in the country. Presently, no Military administrator in the thirty six (36)
states Is a woman. At the Federal lcvel, of all the Cabinet ministers which may number up to
thirty (30, only about two at most three (3) of them are women. This is the present state of
the art in the country, and this clearly indicate the level of marginalisation of women in politics
in Nigeria. To ensure increase in women political participation, it may be suggested here now
that a concreted programme of women education, especially at the rural grassroots level is

necessary.

The Need for A Grassrools Political Education For Women
The important role of female education as a powerful tool for behavioural change has
been recognised (Makinwa - Adeburoye, 1988). Education could be considered an important
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parameter for assessing the quality of dife and indeed, the development process, in any na-
tion. The notion of guality of life derive from the contemporary understanding of deveiop-
ment as a process involving qualitative (rather than more quantitative or growth) changes
among a population (UNFPA, 1995). Such qualitative changes according to the UNFPA (1995),
come through assured access to the basic necessities of life both at the level of the jndividual
and the society; paramount aimong which is access to information and education. The Third
Nigertan National Development Plan (1975-1980) also stated inter alla that:

education has always been highly rated in our national development plans,

because it is the most important instrument of change, and, one may add,

the most important resource for gevelopir ent.

From the above discussions, it has become obvious, that education remains the most
viable option in gelting people to examine their beliefs, and values regarding social issues,
and to accordingly modify their praclices.

However, because of the high rate of illiteracy among rural women in Nigeria coupled
with a high incidence of drop-out rate of girls from schools, it has been found that the formal
school system may nol be adequate in getting rural women mobilized for effective political
participation. Let us stress this point turther by stating that, whereas serious in-school ap-
proach has been deviscd to reach girls/woimen who are attending schools, no such concrete
effort Is being made to,reach a large percentage that is out-of-school (both illiterates rural
women and drop-auts). The reallty, however, is that their regiment constitutes a very large
percentage of the Migerian women population.

The ingredients of their grassroots political education will compose largely of social
mobilization through grassroots women social organisations. The rural women organisation
such as the Family Support Programme, Cooperative Societies, Family Compound groups
etc. could be used as mechanisms through which political oriented education can be intro-
duced. Although, this approach may not sound new, but recent development in the efforts to
mobilize women (or national development give them added mamentum.

Itis hmportant to make il clear that any political transition programme being planned
in Nigeria or any other African country, can only succeed with the co-operation of women. We
recognize the fact that women have a lol of contact and access to the largest section of the
population, particularly the rural population with no radio, television, schools etc. (Qulina,
1988). The new direction in the activilies of the women organisations, most especially , the
Family Support Programme has made theim an excellent mechanism through which politically
- oriented education could be organized. ,

In concluding this paper, it is important to stress that while we recognize the contribn-
tions of some governmental organisations set up to mobilize the citizenry towards political
participation, we doubt very much the mechanisms being used presently. The use of the
television and radio as the media of mobilisation has not been particularly found to have
much effect on women especially the larger majority in the rural areas. It Is therefore impera-
tive that an alternative mechanisim as the one being proposed in this paper be explored to:
ensure increase in women participation in Nigerian politics.
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