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NIGERIAN WOMSN'S VISICLS AND MOVEIMLLITS:

AN OVLRVIREY

by
Bolanle Awg

Collective action in order to achieve spegific ends has
alway s been a feature of life among Nigerian women. They
have therefore always organiscd themselves into vVCery many
differcnt associations. Thosc societics can be classificd
into morec than the six catcgorieé which Gita Scn and Carcn

Grown highlighted in their book, Development, Criscs, and

Alternative Vigions, 1987. The different organisations

reflect not only differcnt pcriods in the country's history,
but changing notions of Nigcrian women's vicws of their
sociecty and their role 1n it.

Women'é'A 0013t10n in Nigeria can be casily catcgorised
as follows:

I. Traditional Associctions (Pro—Colonial Period):

These werc to be found in all parss of the country and

they had different and varicd functions.

Kin Group Associations

Among the Edo of Benin, therce was the OKi IST KHULY arn

asgociation of the first daushtors of the ¢ba or chiefs' -
Iwgbo or Uzama chiefe. Their funcoion was Lo attend all
installatiohs and traditional cercmonies .of the Oba, to play
the UBE ceremonicl drums and sing the traditional praisc
songs, the ggb;. among the Igbo, there weis the OMU uooi~ty
made up of first daughters of the linuagovﬂﬂdm;cnopausal
women. They had ritual and political dutics. Thoy supervisecd
the ceremonies and festivals, hcaded the women's purificqtion

ceremonics .’ Their ledder, Otu—-genc was the ficld marshal in



Ossomari. Her canoc led that cof the othore in any nilitary
expedition. Their socicty controlled the uarket and moarket
wonen, and the traders paid their dues *¢ them. They

settled disputcs and could fine and discipline trouble makcrs.

Among the Ibibio, therc was the asscgciation of Wives,

sincc men had to take wives frowm outside the viliage. These
women were not incorporated into the husband's families and
couldn't inhcrit from there. Therefore thesce woemen formed &n
association to protecct themsclves and to 2pply collective

sanctions against their husbands.

Agc—Grade iLssociations

These associations are for thousce born within the same
period. They perform the ritcs of passage — zaming, initia-
tion, marriage, etc together. Thesc agsociwtions were to be

found cverywhecrc, c.g. in Ijg¢bu there was 4.D¢ Oba Bgko

1892—-96 — association of those who returncd with the King

from Lagcs.

Business iSsociations

(a) Bsusu Clubs — For capital Fformation for tradc.

(b) Craft Organisations for Craftswomen — Potterers, Dycrs,
Weavers, Bedmaking, cosmetics, beer browing, ctc.

(¢) Drade associations — For traders in particular commodi-

ties (Egbg¢ Onigu) [Yaw Traders Associztion].
These professicnal asscciations were sct vp to fix prices,
check fraudulent practices, scttle markcet disputes and other

mtters relating to the demunl and supply of their goodls.

II. COLONIsL PERIQOD AND INDEPENDENT BIi

Many of thesce traditional assceiations fell into
desuetude, they were ncglected and didn't have the prominence
of the past. Many' of their functicas were taken over by new

organisations set up by the colonial government. Markets



were now controlled by the colonial administraticn and
taxation levied Qn;woﬁen. WOstefn cducation led tq the
decline of the age grgdes zﬁl the initintion cercmonies 2
 girls were away at school. Vcmen were alsb osencrally

neglected in the scheme of things.

Welfare Societics
Thereforc women started to form acw mssociations to

‘protect own rights. In 1901 Mrs. Qbasa and Mrs. Nena Sapara

Williams formed the Lasos Ladies Leosue te combat infant
& malaria deaths; by 1920s thoy were also fihtins for women's

education. The Lagos Women's League, Ladics! Prosressive

Club and the Roscbud Club - oealled for the cstablishment

Qﬁzgchool'for girls. like the. boys' premicr.school, King's
0ollege. "This demand subscquently lcd to the cstablishment
of Queen's College in 1927. at the 51mo time they condermed
the poor sanitation in the rmmrkets ahd acsitated for the '
“employment of-women. These clubs were esscntially like
sqoial clubs mde up largely-of the elitc. They were
genteel associations ' which used thceir conncctions to apply

pressure on the governunent.

Political associations

Attempts werc however made to furm woncen's partics in
the colonial period to put pressure cn the covernment in =2
more direct manner e.g. Lady Oyinkan .aboyomi formed the

Women's Party whose ain was 1o agitate agzinst water rate,

taxation, housing and markct conditions. HMrs. Margarct Ekpo

organised Women's Agsociztions at sba. Mrs. Janct Okala

organised Women's Union in Znugu; in abgokuta, Mrs. F.

Ransome-Kuti started the Naotional Women's Union in 1946.

In 1952 Mrs.'Adcngbg foundad~the Wolen's Movement. They all

have a common objective — namely, universal sufferage,



admission of wcnmen to the Wative duthority Councils, nor-—
taxation of women, ronoval of water ratc, more secondary
schoocls for girls, better narkets, loogening the contrel
of trading monopolics by fireisn firms. But they were noe
more than prossuroAgrouLs. Later in the colonial period,
there emerged political parties all of which had women's
wings. These were led by charismatic femlce figures like
Madam Pelewura but it was not clear thoet they had definite
aspirations for women. Thcy appearcd to Le set up privorily
to catch the female vote. = ..
However in the 1950s, therc _

/Jemerged three associations vhich made the welfzre of women

tneir concern — Women's Movenment founded by Chicf klizaboeth

Adekggbeg, Chief Ogunlesi's Women's Tmprovement Society, and

Chief Wura Esan's, Ibadan Womens Progressive Union. These

three fused into the Naticnzl Council of Women's Sociecties

in 1957/58. The National Council has cucrged as the wmost

Q0

significant of the colonial associations and has survived
until the prescnt day. In locking at wounen's crganisations
and their visions of society, it will Do useful to study

this particular org@hisation closecly. The Council was to. be
an umbrella organisations for all women's socicties and their
spokesman in uatters conccerning women. It has until quite
recently

[:remnined s0, and been thus recosmiscl by coverament. w1l
wonen's societies are suppuscd to be affilizsed to it. There

is a state branch of the Council in each state.

Its Obijcetives

(&) To promote the -welfarc and progress. (ccoaomic and social)
of women laying special cmphasis on cducation and train—
ing. : :

(b) To awaken and gncourase in women . realisation c¢f their
responsibilities to the commmunity.

(c) To ensure by every legal means that women are given cvery
opportunity to play their part as-fully responsible
members of the community.



(d): 1o CNCOUra:c the affiliation for all non-political
womcn's organisation in Nigeria.

{e) Mo foster co-operation with ¢ther national and
international bodies with: similar-aimss "

Its Functions

(a) Providing a platform for formulating women's opinion
and ideas and dissemination of such c¢pinion und idcas.

(b) Dealingz with requests and petitions from mombpr
‘ocieties for social refcrm or other requests by
n2king represcecntations to the sovernment or othe
approprlato boales.
(e) Sending dclegations and representatives to and rcceiving
delegatlons from natioral &nd international organisa—
tions, me otlnfs and confercnces.

(d) Publishing a magazine and any other publications which
the Council may think nccessary.

(e) Holding a biennial convention ot whick all nmoember
societies will be rcprescnted.
It has .
iy [ a numberiof Standing Committees on topics such as
4rts and Letters (Music), Bducdtion, favironmental Proicection,
Health, Internltlon 1 Relations, Law and Status of Women,
Women and Employment, Social VWelfare. Thesc various coumi-—
ttees have well—-defined objectives. For instance the aArts

and Letters Committce aims:

(1) To assist Nigerlan women artist in developing their
skills.

(2) To propagate and draw attention to provlems of wimen
artists as a wholc.

(3) To promote research and documentaticn.
(4) To create a forum for promotion of women ~rtists.
(5) To help the youth deal with Suture throush arts.

{6 To enlist cooperation of rass media in publicising
women in arts and lettcers — lMusic.

(7) To promote the collabcration of womoen artists with
government and other orpanisaticns.

This Committee presented a progsramme on i, ¢crian Women in

Arts 2nd - Tth March, 1987 which included & Workshop,

Exhibition and a Seminar on Vomen artists.

The socicties affiliated to the National Council arc



rany and of various types:

() Traditional Market Women's associations — Looking after

the intercst of market women within their commodity

groups.

(b) "Religious Organisations such as
(1) Tekzs Women PFellowship in Jos; its purpose is

(a) to preach the rcspel
(b) to encourage fcllowship and unity among women.

(2). Young Women Christian assoceiation whosce object. is

To promote fellowship among mcmbers and
fostcr their spiritual, mental oand physical
welfare. To crcate a sensc of global under—
standing 2and community responsibility. apart
from providing for youns; women, it werks with
women for rurtl comunity development
‘objectives and aids women in prisdn.

(3) The Isabatudcen Women's Socictys:

It aims at promoting the upliftrient f women
as laid down by Islam. It founded the first
Muslim girls' secondary school in Nigerina.

(¢) Professional issociations such as the Federaticn of
Women Lawyers, the Niccerian Association of University
Women, Society of Women sccountants, ete., The Women's

Wing of the Nigerian Trade Union Congress which is currently
banned can be classified within this sroup thoush their
orzanisation's . e . A

operations are different in ccrtbtain respects.

Ni.serian Association of University Women founded HaUW in
1964 by university graduates, is a good cxenple. Its

objectives arc:

(1) To encourage and promote cducation of women at
~all levels.
(2) To create a platform for the cbjective study of
contemporary problenms in society.
o .I‘,” -
(3) To promote the cuntinuation of cducaticn and
intellectual growth of its membors.

(4) To stimulate public opinicn on women's affairs
..and to note any lcegislaticn affecting the rights
“and welfare of wonmen. C



(5) To cooperate with other organisations sceking
to promote the wclfarc and cmancipation of womcn.

(6) ‘To promote understunding and fricndship among
WOICN

To adherc the cobjectives thcy hold monthly meetings,
organises adult education and literacy classes for women,
girls' vocationzl training programmes, carccrs taiks etc.

411 these professional associations arc post 1960
developments. They are sct up to protect the interests of
their members as they'go into fields prcviously dominated by
men, to encourage more womcn to come into the field by siving
carcer talks, scholarships and even extra lectures and coach—
ing for new entrants into the profession. They alsc check
discrimination against women. They look after the peculiar
necds of women as dcmonstratcd in their practicce c.3. fomalc
doctors,take special interest in diseescs affecting WOLICT «
The Federation of Women Lawycrs have 1 becn very active in
studying the Nigerian taxation laws and denanding their

review as they affect womecn.

(d) Service Clubs

A more recent developnent is the emer.cence of scrvice
clubs which are Nigerian arms of international organisationse.
These are the Inner Wheel, Soroptimist, Licncss and Zonta
Intermational Clubs, Internaticnal Women Sccicty.

Zonta International Club azinms:

(1) to contribute by study and action to the improve—
ment of the legal, political, ccononic and profe—
ssional status of wonen;

(2) to work for the advancement of understanding, .;ood
will and peacc thrnugh 2 world fellowship of
oxccutlve women in busincess and the prof0551un“
united in the Zonta idces of services

(3) %0 foster the spirit of good fellowships amonyg
Zontians and its clubs;

(4) +o0 increase the mcasurc of that service by
consistent self-inprovement;




(5) to.serve and to help communitics and indiviuueis
to hclp themsclves

among its objectives is thc provision of assistance to
needy individuals in various ways such as Ly scholarships

and sponsorship of medical trcatment.

These are the najor Sreups of assceiations
affiliated to the N&tionallcuuncil of Women's Societics.
On the facevof it, the Nationzl Council appears all cmbracing
as it has affiliated members at 211 levels of society. Its
new.affiliates also scem to have tecn akle to cxpand its
horizon and vision of the rolc of the Nigerian wonen as shown
by their objectives. However, until quite recently when its
lcadership has tried to work at mcbilising pceonle at the
grassr@ots, it has'foally been mere of 2 middle/upper class
"rgaﬁisation. Its leadership can definitcly be categoriscd
as such, and purt;01>%t1un in deecision—making by the rank
and file had not clearly inveclved all levels of women. How—
gver, its contribution nust " net be dismisscd offhands;.
4T the carly stages, the Council had the women with the
necessary expertisce who could articulate the views of wonen.
On specific issues it could mobilise the women whon ncecessary
to give support to its views and thus act a2s an cffeetive
pressure group at a time when ao other women's group was in
a position to do so.

- There have, however, within thce last two decades cmerged
new organisations which have refused to Le affiliated to the
National Ccuncil. New religious groups, both Christian .nd
Muslim, are included in this sroup.: Christian associations
such as the Catholic Women's .ssociation, the issociaticn of
Bishop Wives, Good Women's .ssociation havce a definite

religious bias and are concerncd priwrily with the church,



the Christian community and women's role therc..
Among the Muslims there have also cmergzed similar

organisations. The mcst well-known is the Fedcration of

Muslim Women's association (FOMWaN) in Nigeria which was

established in 1985. It responded to the necd for a central

focus to link all Muslim women's organisations. according

to its brochure,
"another seriocus.nccd was for a body which could
cxpress the viecws of Muslim women at national 2nd
state levels. DMany women societies alrcady
existed in the country mostly aiwming at social
progress for women, and some Muslim women joincd
such socicties. However they werc dominated by
non—Muslims who werc not intcrestced in an Islamic
approach to social problcoums and currcnt issues ...
It was therefore felt necessary to cstablish an
independent platforw frowm which Muslim women could
express a specifically Islamic vicw of the problcems
of women and of scciety in gceneral'.

It claimed that certain problems affeetin;: Muslinm women, such

Sharia

as female education, [ can only be effcetively tackled by

the initiative of Muslim women in conjunction with their male

counterparts. Its aims have Leen categoriscd under the

following headings:

(a) Encouraging and propagating Islan.

Eb Promoting unity.

6] Promoting cducation2l and Social® Development
all among Muslim women.

This association has becn very active of latc, but its
formation is significunt for the wonen's novement and
visions. It has -dintroduced in categorical teorms a certain
element of division amonys Nijcerian wonen by insigsting that
ornly Muslim organisations cin speak for Muslim women. How—
cvel, its fears hdve had carlivr precedents, for instance in
the Arewa Women's League which for somotinc tricd to sct
National Council for northern women beccause it belicved that

the National Council only voicced the views of southern women.

This movement can alsc be rcgarded as a reflcetion of the




degree of success which the National Council has had in
being the womon‘s voice.

another radical development within the last fow years
has been the forﬁétién of WIN; Women in Nigeria, in. 1982
after g conference called specifically to discuss the
situation éf ﬁomen in Nigoria; It was founded by a group
of men and women committel to the task of cstablishing an
organisation which will work unceasingly for an improvenent
in the condition of Nigerian women. apart frowm sceeking to
improve the. lot of women, it also be%?;vus that therc arec

hat

other oppressed groups in socicty aniﬁit 3;ould therefore
form links and work with other organisations fighting agzinst
sex and class oppression. It sccks to combat scxist practices
‘and . to provide non—sexist alternatives to sovernwent and
institutional policies. Unlike othervpust~indopondencu
'societies, it has worked closely =t mobilising wbmen at the
grassroots and with other orgsanisations which scek to change
the structure of scociety to ensurc 2 participa%ory.domooracy.

Within the last few yoears, there have alsu developed

Women's Cooperatives whosc objective is to give women uore

access to funds, government aid and extcension services for
improved technology etc.
& significant developncnt within the last year has also

been "the programme of Betteor Life for Rural Women which has

within the last few wecks lecen. expanded to include all rural
dwellers. This is an association (non—frrual) of a grdup of
“committed women under the leadership of thce first lady, irs.
M. Babangida. They are mdc up of professional worien nd
.those oceupying leadership pesition in various spheres of
Nigerian life. Their aim is to make lifc casicr for the

rural wemen. They wish to act as 4 catalyst for development



by helping to mobilise women for that purpose, by finding
outlets for their products, and by encouraging women's
creativity. They work closcly with the Directoratce of
Foods, Roads and Rural Infrastructurc (DIFRRI) which has
the‘respgnsibility of openin{; up the rural areas.

s different type of women's organisation is the Women's

Research and Documentation Centre (WORDOC) whose main

objectives arc to provide 2 focus for wenen's studics in
Nigeria, encourage rescarch which will bc¢ useful for policy
formulation on issues affecting women. It 2180 adms at
building up a documentation centre on women, finding fundis
for research on women and networking with other women's
organisations.

Comments and Observations:
These are only souc o¢f the women's organisations in

Nigeria. Inspite of g0 wmany years of military rule,wonen
hive been able to create movements within which to articulate
their views and draw attenticn to their nceds. Bach of these
‘associations demand clos¢ study in the lisht of the DaWl
guidelincs on this topic.

However certain elements of their aspirations have
b;;omc quite clear. They ~l1l rejecct the cubordination of
women and a situation that nrcevents their full participation
in the affairs of this country; hence they hoave 111 1aid
emphasis on the edueation of women. BEven fOMiWaN ig in
support of this move. Indeed at the reccntly concluded
International Seminar on Women and Hational Develeopment in
Lagos, Hajia .isha Lemu, the leader of all Muslim women
called on all Muslim organisations to emphasizc cducation for
women. Both relizious education and western—type cducation
must be encouraged beeause "211l women and men arc nade cqual

by God". The wmost reccount trends as typificd by WIN and Mrs.




shows

M. Babangida's Team alsc / a commitment not only to
women per se but to a new society wherce those marsinalised
scctions of the society will now get o« foir dceal and egual
cpportunities with rore fortunate Nigerian citizcns. They
are groping:fof a non—sexigt society where gender will not
be.a‘féétor in-a person's full participation in the develop—
ment of the gociety. These noﬁ"SﬁCietieS'are»also preparedi..
to go beyond the Women's associations end work with male
Sroupse. : gy *

But inspite of these ncw developments, a great deal
.needs to be done, and the zchievements of femhle orgsanisations
may be hindered by their cwn inherentlwcnkncswos. Wonen's
organisations in Nigeria arc too diffusc and disparate in
their aspirations. According to Chicf Toyin Qlakunrin in her
keynote addrcss to the Ibadwn Scminar on Homoﬁ and DeVéibpment
in 1985, there is a grcat ~op between the reality and thc
objective for women in development beeausce of the lack of
communication uﬁong women. uaccording to her, "it is the women
folk whb hold tenaciously to the traditicnsl rites and
practiqes, and yet it is us whce want changses. The two differ—
ing views belong to the oppusite ends of the asge structure ...
The oldgrvage group has confidence in currcnt practices and
fear change; the younger oncs rescent the current inequilities
and have confidence in a greater tomorrow when we will have
dignity within the community". The women's associztions in
this country havé been s¢ fragmented and divided among them—
sclves between the polaritics described by Chief Tcyin
thakunrin that they cannot cdnstitutc an effective force in
dmmmhmjhwﬂwmeSinthMWﬂemmﬁjmn.

They also have diffcrent strategies. The National
_Council which sees itsclf as an umbrella for all women's

societies is a development of the cclonial period. It has
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therefore rem2ined strictly apolitical. It belicves in
operating within the system and in attempting to reforn: it
by legal gradual process. Drastically opposcd to its
approach is WIN which, according to one obscrver, stands for
"radicalism, uncompromising objecctives, fearlessness . in the
face of the dreaded feminist tw, identification with rural
and illiterate women and & sccinlist perspeciive." Betwoen
these two polarities are 2 host of other women's societics,
such as the FOMW.ili, which appcars to promote total obedicnce
of women to Moslem concepts of propriety, and the clitist
service organisations such as zonta, Soroptimist etc which
arec Nigerian arms ¢f international organisations and are
essentially philanthropic socicties.

The question of leadership arises out of this plethors
of organisations. . Which on¢ can speak with authority for
Nigerian women? Which can succcssfully form a netwerk with
all others, cncourage them to work together for the good of
the cause? Arc Nigerian women ready to cross lines and work
in coalition, in the realisaticn that "you can't get any-
thing done unless you get a critical mass?"

The question of a critical nass raiscs the point about
the membership of these socicties. Inspite of the protest—
ations of WIN, there is still 2 class problen in this regard.
Most of thesc organisations are <¢litist in their membership
and aspirations. They 2lso represent the ninority. To be
heard, they must be able to articulate the views of all
women. They nmust have a clecar idea of what thecir agenda
will be.

The problen facing Nigeriar women's orguanisations is

not lack of will to organise c¢r lack of ideas, but the need



tCc co—ordinate efforts, mobilise women at a¢ll levels of
society, and draw up an agenda which will make gender

irrelevant in their lives 2nd. their participation in the

process of developmcent in this country. It is the problem

of strategy and the risht method.
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