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Overview of the Country
 

In spite of increasing urbanization, more than 70 percent of Nigeria's
 

66 million people still reside in its tropical, rural areas, and agriculture
 

continues to be a mainstay of the eccoomy. 
Within its complex and diverse 

340,000 square miles, Islam is professed by 50 percent of its people, English 

is spoken along with 250 tribal languages, and the geography ranges from 

uninhabited mangrove swamps in the Niger RiveL delta along the Atlantic woast 

in the south, to the Sudan and Sahel savanna zones in the north. 

Nigeria, one of the largest and most densely populated countries in
 

Africa, 
 is a leader among Black nations and the second largest supplier of
 

crude oil to 
the United States. Unlike many other countries, Nigeria's 

oil-wealth has helped place development w:ithin econoi c reach. 

However, sound national plann:inig procedures, such ;i s n:hose which 

permanently integrate rural women into development efforts, can more rapidly 

bring about the increases ir. productivity, income, employment, and equality, 

which are necessary for development. This paper will address such issues. 

Research Purpose and Methodologv 

Centuries before 1975 was observed 
as International Women's Year by the 

United Nations, the women traders and farmers of Nigeria bad been making 

substantial, but often unrecognized, contributions to national and agricultural 

development. While the economic role, of urban Wert African women, and in 

particular the Yoruba, have been well documented, there is less research on 

the diverse roles of rural Nigerian women (8) (16). The purpose of this study, 

which was carried out from 1974 to 1977, was to examine division of labor and 

decision-making by sex for selected farm and household activities and to 

identify additional sources of women's income. Food consumption and storage, 
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women's involvement in extension and community activities, and marriage and
 

child-rearing practices were also explored.
 

The results of this survey were used to delineate policies and priorities 

for an extension program designed to reflect women's roles in rural Nigeria,
 

rather than ideas imported from abroad. The study was also used in 
a subse

quent and parallel aspect of the program which was 
to identify appropriate
 

curricula for training extension personnel at Nigerian school.s of agriculture
 

and universities. From 1973 
to 1977, the author scrvd as an advisor to this
 

two-part program which was conducted collaboratively by the Nigerian Federal
 

Ministry of Agricul ture 
and Rural Development, and the United Nations Food
 

and Agriculture Organization. The program was 
among the first home economics
 

extension efforts to emphasize women's roles in 
agricultural production and 

to establish policies promoting the integration of women inldevelopment. 

A questionnaire was developed, field tested and revised in 1.974-1975.
 

The final interview schedule took approximately one hour to administer, and
 

consisted of unstructured and structured questions, including check lists
 

for various farm and household activities. The interview schedule was
 

simultaneously translated from the original English into local languages 
as
 

it was being administered in 66 rural households in eight geographic regions
 

of Nigeria. 
Households were selected by the interviewers as representative
 

of a cross-secticn of rural families in the area. 
Most of the questionnaires
 

were administered by Nigerian field level extension workers during the rainy
 

season, from late May to July, 1975. 
For much of the country, this is a period
 

of intense agricultural activity, including planting, weeding and harvesting.
 

While the limitations of the data are realized, the households selected
 

represented a range of farming systems and ecological zones. 
Ethnic groups
 

included but were not limited to 
the lausa, Fulani, Sokoto, Kanuri and Tangele
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in the north, the Yoruba in the west, Igala in the near north, Igbo in the
 

east, Urhobos in the midwest, Ogoni in the Niger River delta, and Ibibio, 

Efik, and Ekoi in the southwest. (Refer to the map in Appendix A.)
 

Results
 

Only three aspects which have important implications for development
 

planning will be discussed here: (1) women's economic roles including farming
 

activities, (2) division of labor in the household and compound, and
 

(3) dKcision-making.
 

Women's Economic Roles. In Nigeria most rural women are economically
 

active. Without exception, in a]l 66 households in this study, female adults
 

were contributi v economically, either through farming or by earning additional
 

income by means of an astounding array of other activities. The latter
 

included petty trading, pounding grains, pressing palm and groundnut oils, 

selling handicrafts, hair-plaiting, carrying homemade bricks to construction
 

sites, sewing for others, and prcparing food item; for sale. In many cases 

women combined these activities with full or part-V[ime farming. It appeared 

as if they had one oot in the tradit ional sector through subsistence agri

culture, and the other in the modern sector, participating in the monetized
 

economy through these income-earning activities.
 

In this study, women who described themselves as full-time farmers often
 

reported eight-hour days in the field during the rainy season, working on both
 

food and cash crops. A somewhat: typical example was in the Niger River delta,
 

where women grew cassava, okra, corn, cocoyams and plantain. Women also
 

contributed their labor for weeding, harvesting and marketing of the main
 

cash crops wh:ich included rubber, oil palm and cocoa. In this area, women
 

who were full-time farmers reported the same number of hours in the field as
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their husbands. All of the women sold excass food crops, while 40 percent
 

reported having additional businesses as petty traders or seamstresses. Sim

ilar patterns were found among the ]bibio and Ekoi in the southeast, the Igb,
 

in the east, and Urhobos in the midwest. 

Htwever the research indicated that open parti .ipation in agriculture 

was more limited in the predominanttly Mus.im northern area-" where women are 

general.ly in seclusion (purdah) during dayl i ght hour s. Tlhis was not the case 

chough for senthern Muslim wolmren belong ilg to tle Yoruba ethnic group who 

do not usually pract ice prldah . Yoruba females have a long tradition of highly
 

visible economic and social independence (6).
 

The ten northern Muslim households in thre Za cia; area included in this
 

survey con;i sted of 16 women who demonstvrated st riking .i Il; r itism;es those
te 


in Simmons 1.976 study (13). All of 
the hotseh)lds; relrt(d busine;sses in
 

food processing, such as pounding grains for others and mdking Wory. (Ui.l]et
 

balls), or weaving cloth for 
sale. These busine:;esses were conducted inside
 

the compounds where the families Jived. 
 Simmon s point.s out these women are 

motivated to earn money for personi1. items, f[e g iving gif t s to friends, and 

for providing gifts of food, clothing and money to their children. In nine of 

the ten households, 'oung children sold the products outside. In the tenth 

household, the wife 5ad no young children left at home, and since she was past 

childbearing years, was freer 
to move about. Husbands sometimes contributed 

capital, but expected repayment when go:)ds were sold. 

Fhe use of children as sales intermediaries was not limited to the areas 

where women of childbearing age kept purdah. In the southeast, for 80 percent 

of households sampled, chilidren sold Ifood, drinks or other objects produced in 

the home. In the Niger River delta, the figure was 60 percent. 

For the entire country, in almost every household sampled, men kept the 

http:general.ly


proceeds from the sale of cash crops, and in the majority of cases, women
 

kept the income earned from food crop sales.
 

A surprising number of men inithe southeast and in the southern delta
 

area shared oz kept the profits from the wives' businesses in sewing or petty
 

trading. On the other hand, they also accepted more financial responsil)ility 

for their children's education than was noted in other areas.
 

Yoruba women, with their Jong-standing economic independence, retained
 

financial control over their businesses. Thcy were also more likely to have
 

sole responsibility for their children's food, clothing and education. These
 

conclusions are similar to those in an earlier study & 
Yoruba farm families in 

western Nigeria. Only five percent of the women were entirely supported by 

their husbands and only two percent of them did no work other than domestic 

activities. About 20 percent of the women received nothing from their hus

bands and provided everything out of their own earnings (2:42-43). 

In nine of the ten Muslim household s sampled in the laria area, women also 

kept the proceeds from their own businesses. llowever, some of the women who 

said that they kept the income they earned, also reported seeking their hus

band's permission to spend that money. 

Boserup reports one of the highest rates of African polygamy among Nigerians,
 

63 percent of all marriages (2:40). The results of this study conform to those
 

statistics, not only among Muslims, where up to four wives are allowed, but
 

also among largely Christian populations. For example, in the southeastern
 

area, among an all-Christian sample, 50 percent of the families were polygamous,
 

with an average of three wives in each polygamous household. For an all-


Christian sample in the Niger River delta, 90 percent practiced polygamy, with
 

2.5 wives per household, while in the midwest, 90 percent of the sample fami

lies were polygamous. In each of these areas, the rotational or long fallow
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systems, whereby depleted land is left to grow back and regain its fertility,
 

is the predominant farming system. As Boserup po ints; out, ndditional wives
 

are an asset and contribute to economIi c development wlhei s)ar( lIand is avail

able for cultivation by them under this fam:ing sy st ,a (2:31).
 

Division of Labor in the Po)U.esrold and Coro id. Not ,,;iirpris; ii]y, women
 

were respons ible for most activi t ies .in the househol d and componind, including
 

food preparation and utiliza tilon for home consumption, sweeping arid cleaning, 

fetching fuel and water, ki tchen gardening, care of clh ild:en, and prep;ara tion
 

of food, drinks or objects for sale. Typically four o Nix hlour; per day 
were
 

spent on these activities. The (are of children was combined with otler dutie, .
 

A few men were involved in daily child care and some reported tla;t they 

helped 
with kitchen gardens. The most t im -colsli irig (le. ti c I ivity was
 

the prepara tion of food for home consuljpt. ion, wliclh oft en took four hioturfs of
 

a woman's day. The least time-consuming was sweeping and cleini IIg, wlich Was
 

usually accompl ished in an hour or less. Clhilden assinsed with this ;nd with
 

fetching fuel and water, which often required one to two liours per day. For 

many households, water sources were several miles ;iwny. In thIe north, where
 

ground water levels per:nmitted wells, the task was easier. 1n the souti and
 

east, women, children and 
a Few men often did .laundry in streams. But males 

in the north usually hired outside labor for this task or washed their ovwn 

clothes. 

Only women in the south and east did much sewing of clothes at home, per

haps because a larger number owned sewing machines, listing "senamstress" as 

a second occupation. In the north especially, there was widespread use of 

male tailors for men, and female tailor s for 
women. In the north also, it
 

was men, not women, who purchased food for home consumption.
 

The only household or 
compound task for which men were entirely responsible
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was housebuilding and repair. Since repairs were usually made only once a year
 

and male relatives or friends could be called upon 
to assist, this activity
 

did not require the significant year-around time commitment demanded by most 

of women's household activities.
 

Decision-Making. Two categories of decision-making were 
included in this
 

study: (1)manaerial decisions, such as who decides what work should be
 

done for the household or farm, by whom, when and how; 
and (2) expenditure
 

decisions, such as who dec ides whaut money should be spent, and for what purpose.
 

These distinctions yielded some fruitful and interest ing results.
 

For the northern households, both managerial and expend:iture decisions
 

were domina ted by males. Mickelwaite (1976) noted this same power imbalance
 

in favor of men in northern Nigeria (9).
 

For the rest of the country, exjenditure decisions, especially those in

volving substantial sums, were likely to be made by men. Women were most
 

likely to share in or influence umnayement decisiors, including those relating 

to farming activities. They were most influential in decisions about food and
 

clothing, or the education and selection of marriage partners for children.
 

In conclusion, it seems that the segregation of sexes by occupation and
 

responsibilities, noted by Tinker 
(1980) for Africa in general (14:6), pre

vailed throughout rural. Nigeria and wasn most persistent in northern Muslim 

areas. The variety and the extent of women's participation in Nigeria's rural
 

economy was noteworthy and appeared to 
exceed official 1980 estimates that women
 

constituted 40 percent of 
the labor force and that half of these employed women
 

worked in agriculture (17).
 

_Iplications for Policies and Progr ams Rela tin 
 to Women and Developmient
 

Taken region by region, the results of this study may not be surprising;
 

what is striking is the disparity between regions. This leads to the conclusion
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that there is no one model suitable for the integration of rural African women 

into development efforts. The design of programs for rural women must be de

centralized and cannot be restricted to macro-level plaInniglg carried out in a 

national office for an entire country. 

It seems impossible to achieve and unreasonable to wait for solutions such 

as those proposed in the following report: 

...... policy makers and project design off:icers could wait 
until results allow the specifications of a development model 
in which women are analyzed as 'I fa tor in labor/manageme:.,c
and which can be enerallvY a i.ed, and then insist that All)Ql 

use the model in such a manner that women are fully integrated 
into the project." (Elmphasis mine) (9:100). 

While it is obvious that progcams for rural African women should include 

training related to agriculture, are we not gett.ing to the point where we 

can state with some degree of specificity for certain regions of Nigeria exactly 

what those needs are? For example, if 98.4 percent of Yoruba women :in a 1976 

study (11) were engaged in marketing functions, such as storing, grading, 

standardizing, packing and transporting of crops, then we might begin by of

f ering short-term agricultural training on these aspects of marketing. 

In contrast, it would be inappropriate at this time to propose access
 

to existing male-oriented agricultural extension services for northern 
Muslim 

women. Rather, efforts should focus on means to make their food processing 

industries more efficient and profitable through training in management and 

accounting, some form of consumer and production economics, techniques for 

nutritious, hygienic food preparat ion, and literacy and numeracy training when 

required. 

Women in seclusion could most effectivoly be reached in the evening when 

1 While 25 percent of Nigerian males are literate, only 6 percent of fe

males are, with even lower female literacy rates occurring in the north (17). 
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they are allowed to go out, in locations where they are lprmitted to gather, 

such as other women's compounds, at weddings and health clinics, or by means 

of radio broadcasts. Considering the shortages of extension personnel, one-to

one contact is impossible. The education and training programs described 

above must be supplemented by access to credit and intermediate technology 

appropriate for sinali-scale food processing. Machines for food processing 

industries in which women arc traditionally involved should be: (1) inexpensive 

enough to be owned by women; (2) designed for the physical limitations of women, 

including weight, height and arm length; (3) inexpensive and small enough to 

be kept by individuals in their compomnds, or portabl]e and communally owned 

in order that women can combine their food processing work with childcare and 

other domestic responsibilities; and (4) designed witlh a basic mechan:ism having 

interchangeab]e parts, so that different seasonal crops can he processed (7:6). 

Other considerations for appropriate technology are identified by Carr (1978) 

and Tinker (1980) (3) (14). 

For women in the south who are engaged in trading and vending, similar 

training could be offered after market hours in a centralized location. In 

addition, southern and eastern women require access co agricultural credit 

and training institutions, to agricultural extension services for production, 

processing and marketing, and to agricultural inputs, such as seeds and fertilizers. 

Research on 31 Ngwa women who spent 340 days yearly on farming activities 

and who had weekly contact with the agricultural ag ent is as heartening as it 

is unusual (10). The agricultural agent happened to be a woman who was later 

assigned to the project described in this paper. The case illustrates the 

potential of training more women in agricultural institutions, who can in 

turn make greater efforts to reach female farmers. 

Considering the widespread use of children as sales intermediaries through
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out Nigeria, the impact of the recently introduced Un:iveisal Primary Education (UPE) 

scheme requiring all children 2to attend school must be examined. Can their 

labor be replaced in the south by cooperative mahrket ing or -in the north 

through more organized use of women past child-bea;ring age as distributors? 

The economic consequences of UPE may be a reduction of income to women in 

purdah, while the social consequences may be that t:ewer women will wish to 

rema:in in secus ion. However, northern lausa women tend to define themselves 

as housewives first and see their craft s and tradi ng as secondary roles (5). 

Unive rsal Primary Educat ion al;o implies tiat women are l:ikely to assu me more 

of the domesti.c and farm tasks; whicl ciildrcn ass;isted withL in former times 

and the drift of male; to the citie; has already increased these responsi

bilities. But Universal Primary Education may al.so mealn t:hat as young females 

become more educated, they can he trained for s;a laried work in the modern 

sector, leaving more opportunity for profitable small-scale traditional 

businesses among older, less educated rural women. 

It should also be obv:ious from this research that whil.e traditional home 

economics extension programs directed solely at women's household activ [ties 

are inadequate, development effort ; which ignore these roles are insufficient 

also. There is little evidence from the industrialized world that development 

relieves women of most domestic responsilbilities. 

Perhaps it is more appropriate to re-direct some of the traditional 

home economics training, such as sewing and handicraft production. Clothing 

construction techniques, combined with small business management, might be 

2 In 1975, almost half of the boys and a thrd of the girls were attend
ing primary schools. At: the secondary level, ma]e enrollment was 24 percent, 
while female enrollment dropped to 14 percent, explained in part by the fact 
that almost three-fourths of Nigerian females aged 15-19 are married. (17). 



taught as a home-based industry, since niany ilouseholds in this study used 

tailors or seamstresses in 
their villages. 
Bread and baby Food were frequently 

purchased by families in this study. Iuprovd or higher Ir'oit.Oirl producLt
 

made by village women using local ingredients, could raise nutritional 
 levels 

while creating cooperative village enterprises. Food and livestock production
 

offer other income-earning opportunities. Stimulation of the rural economy
 

through agriculturally related industries, such as the partial processing of
 

food, appear to be viable home economics development sLraLegies in which
 

women have potential contributions. 

Cloud 
(1977), Nnonyelu (1978) and Aremu (1979), in reporting the concerns
 

and training requests of rural. women in developing counLtries all mentioned 

areas traditionally associated with home economics: 
 food preservation and
 

gardening (4), child care (10), -and production of local crafts for sale (1). 

And priorities identified at the 1980 Copenhagen Conference of the United 

Nations Decade for Women and reported by the USAID Office of Women in 

Development (15:41) support the need for further efforts in child care, 

family planning, and food production.
 

This paper argued for the development of decentralized and specialized
 

programs which acknowledge the economic contributions of rural Nigerian women
 

and take into account the vast and critical differences in their visibility
 

and roles. These differences appeared to be related to complex factors such
 

as religion, ethnicity, stage in the life cycle, ecological zone and types
 

of farming systems.
 



12.
 

References Ci ted 

1. Aremu, 0. A. Coals and Activities for Home Economics iii Rural Develo_
ment in Nigeria. Unpublished Master's thesis, University of Arizona, 
1979. 

2. Boserup, E. Woman's Role in Economic Developnent. 
New York: St. Martin's Press. 1970.
 

3. 	 Carr, M. Appropriate Technology f1or African Women.
 
New York: United Nations. 1978.
 

4. Cloud, Kathleen, "Sex Roles in Food Production and Food Distribution 
Systems in the Sahel." Washington, D. C.: USAID. December, 1977. 

5. 	 Di Domenico, C. M. and L. Eacey-,Mojuetan, "Occupational St;1 t; of
 
Women in Nigeria: A Comparisontof Two Urb;tn Centres," 
 Pa;per piesented 
at the Conference on Nigerian Women and Development in Re]ation to 
Changing Family Structure, Apri-l 26-30. 1976, De1'a r tmeo t of Soc:iology 
lJnivers:i ty ,f ibadan, Nigcr ia. 

6. Johnson, C., "Yortba Womer: An Overview of Their Traditional Status, 
the Effects of Colonialism, and Post-Independence Concerns." 
Pan Africanist No. 8, July, 1979, 17-23. 

7, Ladipo, P., "Modernization of the Traditional Labor Force:
 
Prerequisite or Deterrent to Development?" Paper presented at the
 
Conference on Nigerian Women and Development in Relation to Changing
 
Family Structure, April 26-30, 1976, Department of Sociology,
 
University of Ibadan, Nigeria, pp. 6-9.
 

8. Little, K. African Women in Towns. London: 
 Cambridge University Press,
 
1973.
 

9. Mickelwaite, D. and others. 
Women in Rural Development.
 
Boulder, Colorado, Westview Press, Inc. 1976.
 

1C. Nnonyelu, C. 
 Ngwa Women's Perceptions of Their Roles in Agricultural
 
Production with Particular %Ieference 
to Maize and Cassava Production.
 
Unpublished Master's 
 thesis, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 1978. 

11. Osuntogun, A. "Rural Women in Agricultural Development: A Nigerian 
Case Study." Paper presented at the Conference on Nigerian Women
 
and Development in Relation to Changing Family Structure, April 26-30, 
1976, Department of Sociology, University of Ibadan, Nigeria. 

12. Patel, A. U. 
and Q.B.O. Anthonio, Farmer's Wives in Agricultural
 
Development: 
 The Nigerian Case. Department of Agricultural
 
Economics and Extension, University of Ibadan, Nigeria, 1973.
 



13.
 

13. Simmons, E. B., "Economic Research o11 Women in Rural DJevelopment in 
Northern Nigeria." Washington, 1). C.: Overseas Liaison Committee 
of the American Council on Education. 1976. 

14. Tinker, I., "New Techno~logies for Food Chain Activities: Tlhe imperative
of Equity for Women." Washington, D. C.: Center for International 
Development and Technology. 1980. 

15. USAID, Office of Women in Development. 1980 Report. Washington, D. C. 

16. Weidemann, C. J. Planning Home Economics Curriculum for Social and 
Economic Development. Ibadan, Nigeria: Federal Dppartment of 
Agriculture, Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Rural D,!velopment, 
1977.
 

17. "World's Women Data Sheet." Washington, 1). C.: Populatlon Referenice 
Bureau, Inc., 1980.
 



APPENDIX A-

ETHNIIN NIEI
GRUP 


REEEB 
 GS34 ZWE 

MAAKURA 10AA.Z 2527~MJ 

23 42R 291X~j 431 >G3~~~4~~14TA!YLA 


