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Women’s Economic Empowerment As A Governance Strategy - The
Nigerian Case

The relationship between women's economic empowerment and governance in
politically tenuous contexts is becoming increasingly apparent. In Nigeria,
governance systems have been undermined by persistent instability, poverty, and
civil conflict. Central to this fragility is the economic marginalization of women,
which not only perpetuates poverty but also undermines national stability. This
essay explores how economically empowering women can strengthen
governance, reduce conflict, and contribute to overall national cohesion,
building on Nigeria’s historical context and contemporary developments.
Rigorous analysis of these factors demonstrates that economic empowerment is
not just a gender issue, but a critical governance strategy.

Women’s Economic Exclusion and Its Impact on Governance

Nigeria's political landscape has been shaped by economic inequalities that cut
across gender and ethnic lines. Historically, Nigerian women have been
economically marginalized, limiting their participation in the formal economy
and decision-making processes. This exclusion exacerbates the social grievances
that drive instability in the country. Studies have shown that economic
inequality is strongly linked to governance challenges, with countries
experiencing high levels of gender-based economic exclusion being significantly
more likely to face internal conflict and instability1. This is particularly relevant
in Nigeria, where large segments of the female population remain trapped in the
informal economy, with limited access to formal employment, education, and
financial services2.

Research indicates that countries with lower levels of female economic
participation are more prone to social unrest and conflict. For example, nations
where less than 10% of women participate in the workforce are 30 times more
likely to experience internal conflict than countries with at least 40% female
employment3. This finding is critical in the Nigerian context, where women's
participation in the formal economy remains low. Furthermore, a 2021 report by
the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
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underscores the importance of gender equality in economic participation as a
key factor in stabilizing governance systems, particularly in post-conflict
environments4.

Historically, Nigerian women have resisted their economic and political
exclusion. The 1929 Aba Women’s Riot is one of the most notable examples of
collective action by women in response to economic and political
marginalization. This uprising was a direct challenge to the colonial
administration’s imposition of taxes on women, demonstrating how economic
grievances can spark resistance movements5. The riot also highlighted the
interconnectedness of economic empowerment and political agency, as the
women involved sought to assert their rights both economically and politically.
This historical precedent continues to be relevant today, as women’s economic
exclusion remains a significant factor in Nigeria’s governance challenges.

Nigeria’s contemporary governance challenges reflect the continued
marginalization of women in the economy. While women make up a significant
portion of the informal labor force, they are largely excluded from the formal
economy, where they face barriers to employment, financial resources, and
political participation6. The exclusion of women from economic opportunities
not only deepens poverty but also undermines social cohesion, as economic
inequality is a well-documented driver of social unrest7. Moreover, the lack of
women in key decision-making positions further exacerbates governance issues,
as their perspectives and contributions are often sidelined in policy discussions8.

Economic Empowerment as a Governance Strategy

In politically unstable environments, empowering women economically can be a
transformative strategy for improving governance. Research consistently shows
that countries that prioritize women's economic inclusion experience greater
social stability and resilience against conflict9. The Nigerian context provides a
clear example of how economic empowerment can serve as a tool for mitigating
governance challenges. Empowering women in conflict-affected areas, in
particular, has the potential to reduce the grievances that fuel violence and
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instability10.

A prime example of this can be seen in the ongoing conflict with Boko Haram in
northern Nigeria. This insurgency has disproportionately affected women and
girls, who have been targets of abduction, forced marriages, and violence. The
abduction of the Chibok schoolgirls in 2014 by Boko Haram drew international
attention to the vulnerabilities of women in conflict zones and underscored the
importance of education and economic empowerment in preventing such
atrocities11. The global #BringBackOurGirls movement, which emerged in
response to this abduction, emphasized that empowering women and girls is
essential not only for their protection but also for the broader stability of the
region12.

Economic empowerment of women can contribute to national stability by
increasing household incomes, reducing poverty, and fostering greater social
cohesion. Studies have demonstrated that women who are economically
empowered are more likely to invest in their families and communities, leading
to better educational and health outcomes13. In Nigeria, where poverty and
economic inequality are significant drivers of conflict, empowering women
could be a key strategy for addressing the root causes of governance
instability14. Furthermore, women’s participation in the economy has been
shown to reduce the likelihood of political violence, as it increases their stake in
maintaining social order15.

The OECD’s 2021 report highlights the positive relationship between women’s
economic empowerment and national resilience in post-conflict societies.
Countries that invest in women's economic participation tend to recover more
quickly from conflict and are less likely to relapse into violence16. This is
particularly relevant in Nigeria, where governance remains fragile in many
regions. By promoting women’s participation in the economy, the Nigerian
government can strengthen its political institutions and reduce the likelihood of
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future conflicts17.

In addition to economic benefits, empowering women also has significant
political implications. Research has shown that countries with higher levels of
female political participation tend to have more inclusive governance systems
and are less likely to experience political instability18. This is because women,
when economically empowered, are more likely to engage in political processes
and advocate for policies that promote social welfare and stability19. In Nigeria,
where governance is often undermined by corruption and inequality, increasing
women’s participation in both the economy and politics could help to build more
accountable and transparent institutions20.

Addressing Barriers to Economic Inclusion

Despite the clear benefits of women’s economic empowerment, significant
barriers remain in Nigeria. In many parts of the country, cultural norms and legal
frameworks continue to restrict women's access to education, employment, and
financial resources21. These barriers are particularly pronounced in northern
Nigeria, where Boko Haram's insurgency has severely limited girls' access to
education. The systematic targeting of schools and the widespread displacement
caused by the conflict have further entrenched gender inequality, preventing
women and girls from accessing the resources they need to break the cycle of
poverty22.

In addition to cultural and legal barriers, Nigeria’s labor market remains deeply
gender-segregated. Women are overrepresented in low-paying informal jobs and
underrepresented in formal sectors such as finance, education, and
government23. This segregation is further compounded by limited access to
financial services, land ownership, and social protections, which
disproportionately affect women24. For women in rural areas, these challenges
are even more pronounced, as they often lack the infrastructure and resources
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necessary to participate in the formal economy25.

Efforts to address these barriers have been made at both the national and
international levels. For example, programs aimed at increasing women’s access
to credit, vocational training, and education have shown promise in helping
women enter the formal workforce26. However, these initiatives must be scaled
up and integrated into broader governance reforms if they are to have a lasting
impact27. Legal reforms are also needed to ensure that women have equal rights
to land, property, and financial resources, as well as protections against
discrimination in the workplace28.

In conclusion, empowering women economically is not only a matter of
achieving gender equality but also a critical governance strategy for Nigeria. By
addressing the barriers that prevent women from fully participating in the
economy, the Nigerian government can reduce poverty, mitigate conflict, and
strengthen its political institutions. The evidence is clear: when women are
empowered, countries are more stable, resilient, and prosperous.
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