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1. BACKGROUND

Gender communication is intercultura communication. In every society, there are
aufficient differences in the distinct behaviour petterns of men and women to qudify
them as bedonging to two different cultures/subcultures. As Mulvaney (1994:3) points
out, “Literature on interculturd communication often includes discussons  of
subcultures” Citing Porter and Samovar (1991), she explains a subculture as “a racid,
ethnic, regiond, economic or socid community exhibiting characteristic petterns  of
behaviour aufficient to didinguish it from others within an embracing cuture or
society.” From dl indications, men and women beong to two such different socid

communities or categories.

In made-dominated societies, women's subordination and men’'s dominance ae o
pronounced that their subcultures are literdly separated by a world of difference. One
such society is Nigeria

2. GENDER RELATIONSIN NIGERIA: AN OVERVIEW

Gender relaions in Nigeria are characterized by a lot of imbaance, to the disadvantage
of women. This is the twenty-fird century, yet tradition, culture, rdigion and other
factors have continued to widen the disparity between Nigerian men and women, by
keeping women in a subordinate postion to men. The larger society and the mae
subculture gill see women and their aspirations as subordinate, resulting in a Studtion
in which the margindization, trividizaion and dereotyping of women ae glaing
aspects of Nigerian life. Ojiakor (1997) effectivdly captures the master-servant
relationship between the sexes when she says, “The Nigerian men have dways believed



that Nigeria belongs to them and women are a best the rent-paying tenants. Over the
centuries, women have struggled to say no to this misconception.”

The end of this gtruggle is apparently not in sight, as culture and tradition continue to
exert overbearing influences on Nigerian women and deny them ther fundamentd
human rights. A good illudrétion is the negaive effects of sharia and customary laws
on women. In northern Nigeria where sharia is practiced, this Idamic legd code is
taking its toll on women. The case of Safiya, a Modem woman who was convicted of
adultery and sentenced to death by goning, is dill very fresh in the memories of
Nigerians and, indeed, the rest of the world. In her report of Safiyas acquitta by an
appea court, lkokwu (2002:13) draws attention not only to the gross discriminaion
agang women under this legd sysem but dso to the incongruity of such a system
operating in ademocratic society in the twenty-first century:

It is interesting to note that the man who Safiya damed
was responsible for the pregnancy was set free. According
to Idamic pundits, under the Idamic law as practiced in
northern Nigeria, pregnancy outsde mariage is sufficient
evidence to convict a woman. In contrast, four
eyewitnesses are required for a man to be found guilty of
adultery. The man was therefore st free because she
could not come up with four witnesses required as
evidence againg the man. ... Safiyds case is such that
eicited reactions from Nigerians and various individuds
and organisations across the globe. A lot of people were
of the view that the punishment passed on her is such a
harsh one that should not be alowed in the 21% century.

. On the internationd scene, the European parliament
described the sentence on Safiya as “inhuman, barbaric
and crud punishment.” ... The parliament dso harped on
the need for al democracies to respect internationa
human rights. [Emphasis added].

The equivdent of sharia in nonldamic pats of Nigeria is cusomary law, which adso
operates to the great disadvantage of women. Writing about the dl-embracing influence
of cusomary law on the mgority of Nigerians, Nwankwo (2001:4) says, “Customary
lawv governs the life of the mgority of the people. Its effect is rooted in the customs,
culture and tradition of the various communities from ancient times. Cusomary law is



consarvative and dgnificantly not given to easy change” The effects of this lav ae

particularly dehumanizing for women.

3. THE NIGERIAN WOMAN: A PROFILE

In spite of being disadvantaged by gender, a number of Nigerian women, paticularly
from the Igbo and Yoruba ethnic groups, have made thar marks in different fieds
Neverthdess, the profile of the Nigerian woman shows her continuing disadvantaged
pogition in comparison to her mae counterpart. A mgority of them are aflicted by
poverty, the causes of which could be traced to gender discrimination. One magjor cause
of poverty among women is ther low access to credit and income-earning opportunities,
a wdl as ther magindizaion from mgor economic activities Referring to this
economic disempowerment of Nigerian women, Okoye (2000:209) shows how, in
comparison to men, women ae worse hit as a result of ther very limited involvement in

economic activities in relaion to their male counterparts.

Women ae equdly economicdly disadvantaged and impoverished in terms  of
ownership of the means of production such as land. In dl but a handful of ethnic groups
in the country, tradition has decreed that the Nigerian woman cannot own or inherit
land. Writing &bout this unfortunate dtuation, Nwankwo (2001:1) explains,
“Traditiondly, women do not own land and therefore cannot inherit land ether from
their fathers or husbands.”

The Nigerian woman's economic powerlessness is a0 reflected in her subordination
not only to her husband but aso to her own mae children. If she outlives her husband,
ghe is debared by culture and tradition from assuming the headship of the family and
has no right to administer the estate of her late husband, especidly where there is an
Okpala or firg-born son (among the Igbo). Here, “A woman is not adlowed to inherit
her husband's edtate. Instead, she is inherited dong with the estate by another mde in
the family. ...Cusomary law has denied the femde sex every right of inheritance, her
contribution to the acquisition of the estate notwithstanding” (Nwankwo, 2001:1,4).



Most Nigerian women are aso afflicted with illiteracy, as poverty and illiteracy often
go together. Globdly, mog illiterate women are poor rurd dwdlers and millions of
such women are living in ajject poverty dl over the developing world, most of them in
Asa and Sub-Saharan Africa The worgt hit is Africa where, by the last decade of the
twentieth century, two out of three adult rurd women were illiterate. The dtuation has
not changed much. As Stromquist (1990) explains, the very high illiteracy rates among
rurad women in the developing countries is attributable to the very heavy arduous task
which women peform to ensure family subssence — a Stuation which places poor
rurd women in inecapable domedtic servitude and dlows them little or no time to
acquire forma education. The fate of such women and even the fate of their daughters
are described thus by Stromquist:

The exigence of intendve domestic work, coupled with
conflictud  family dynamics rendes literacy an
unattainable dream for a large number of women and even
a dream for some of ther children, paticulaly ther
daughters who early in life tend to be assgned the same
domedtic roles their mothers perform.

This Stuation is very much applicable to Nigerian women.

The Nigerian woman is aso characterized by low sdlf-esteem because the society has

continued to regard her as unimportant and inferior to her mae counterpart. Right from
the beginning of life, society prefers the boy child to the girl child. All through her
growing-up years, the girl child is socidized to accept her subordinate postion even
when it is wdl known that Liberd Feminig Theory is correct in its argument that boys
and girls are born with equivdent potentids that could be fully redized, given the
proper and conducive environment. However, culturd practices often deny the girl child
this type of environment through child-rearing practices that put her in a disadvantaged
position. CIRDDOC (2001:1) makes this point about the role of nurture:

Gender refers to a sysem of roles and reationships
between women and men tha ae determined not
biologicdly but by the socid, politicd and economic
context. Gender can equaly be seen as the process by
which individuds who ae born into biologicd caegories
of mae and femae become the socid categories of men
and women through the acquidtion of locdly defined
atributes of masculinity and femininity. ... beyond



biologica differences, dl other differences between men
and women are socidly congtructed and have no logica
relationships with their biological compogtions.

From this disadvantaged beginning, the Nigerian girl child's journey into adult life
becomes one long beattle againgt harmful traditional and culturd practices that thresten
her life and put her down generdly. In some pats of Nigeria, harmful traditiond
practices that dehumanize women ill incdlude:

?? Femde genital mutilation to control her sexudity.

?? Disproportionate emphasis on mariage as the only acceptable dsatus for a
woman. This undue emphads, paticulally in Igbo society, puts enormous
psychologicd pressure on women. From an early age, a woman begins to worry
about ‘finding a hushand’, a ‘task’ she is condantly told is a do-or-die afar
because ‘men are scarce’. Consequently, not being married becomes a sigma
which most women become desperate to escape from as they get older. Indeed,
S0 condraining is society’s emphass on martiage for the femae gender, that an

unmarried mother, a divorcee or spinster is amonstrosity (Ojiakor, 1997:219).

?? Child mariage — a reflection of society’s emphasis on the ‘virtue of virginity
for women a& marriage — in which little girls are married off to men who most
times ae old enough to be ther fathers. The disparity in age ensures that the
wife has little or no power of decision-making in the marriage.

?? Polygamy which subjects women to harrowing psychologica trauma and often
brings out the wordt in their character, in the face of the vicious competition that
characterizes most polygamous households.

?? All manner of violence comprisng battery and assault of women by husbands
and other mae patners, sexud violence including rgpe even by husbands. Wife
besting is accepted by Nigerian culture as a legitimate insrument of authority by
a husband over his wife. Citing Chukukere (1992), Ojigkor dtuates this
dehumanization of women within the overal power reationshipsin marriage;



Indeed, no matter the level of education or enlightenment,
relation (sc) between husband and wife is a power-based
one, where the woman expects orders and gives in return
total obedience. The man's prerogative to command his
wife include (dc) besting her physcdly and denying her
sexud rights.

?? Dehumanizing widowhood prectices in the event of a woman outliving her
husband. “These include the physicd and emctiond torture which a woman is
subjected to, ranging from the violent shaving of her hair to making her drink
the water used to bathe the corpse of her husband [to prove she has no hand in
his desth]” (CIRDDOC, 2002:8).

5. In the area of pdlitics, the plight of Nigerian women is equaly pathetic. Although
women make up a least haf the dectorate in Nigeria, their presence in policy/decison
making podtions is very low. Agan, a number of factors militate agang thar effective
participation in democretic politics. These factors, many of which have their roots in
women's subordinate podtion in society, include illiteracy, poverty, low sdf-esteem,
ignorance, lack of confidence in other women, violent and non-conducive political
environment (money politics, intimidation and violence), culturd dereotypes, religious
bariers, high registration fees (which most women cannot afford), harmful traditiona
practices etc. Above dl, the chauvinigic tendencies of the mae rulers of the land have
over the years denied women any meaningful participation in politics. For instance, al
through the years when Nigeria was under military rule and people in postions of
political power were appointed rather than elected, not a single woman was appointed as
governor of the many daes in the country or a member of the highest policy-making
body (the Armed Forces Ruling Council). What Mba (1982:304) said severd years ago
about the palitical margindization of Nigerian women, is dill very much gpplicable:

Nigerian women must come to recognize that poalitics
determines the dlocation of al resources in the society,
and that ther dienation from politics means that ther
specid interest will continue to be neglected.

4. GENDER AND COMMUNICATION IN NIGERIA
Interculturd communication takes place “whenever a message produced in one culture
must be processed in another” (Porter and Samovar, 1991). In Nigeria, men produce an



overwhelming mgority of the messages in the mass media At the turn of the century, a
daggering 95% of the journdigts reporting the news in the country’s radio, televison
and newspapers were mde (GMMP 2000). However, men's dominance in news
reporting is not peculiar to Nigeria Condder the daia from the Globa Media
Monitoring Project 2000 for dl regions of the world (Table 1). GMMP 2000 took place
in on February 1, 2000 in 71 countriesin dl regions of the world.

Table 1. Gender of TV, Radio and Newspaper Reporters by Region

Region % Femde | % Mde | Total No. Of Reporters

Africa 24 76 733
Asa 31 69 2019
Caribbean 39 61 184

Europe 34 66 1361

Latin America 27 73 834
Middle East 34 66 256

North America 36 64 733
Oceania 43 57 108
Totd 31 69 6,229

4.1 Women’s Continuing Invisibility in Nigeria's News M edia

Data from the monitoring of Nigerias print media in Year 2002 show that this dtuaion
has hardly changed. An andyss of the news content of five national newspapers and
four newsmaegazines indicates that women are ill very invisble in the country’s news
media (Chude, Okonkwo, and Okunna, 2002).* The Nigerian print media industry is a
vibrant one. The independent press, in particular, has flourished as the advent of
democracy has diminaed many of the redraints that aflicted the press under
successve  militasy  governments  in the country. Nationd newspapers and

newsmagazines have therefore become a force to be reckoned with.

Newswatch, TELL, The News and The Week are authoritative Nigerian newsmagazines.
Four issues of each magazine published in January and Februay 2002 were content-
andyzed, usng the GMMP 2000 media monitoring format. A purposeful decison was
made to limit the study to the lead dories as featured on the cover of the magazines. A



total of 42 cover stories were studied in terms of text and pictures to ascertain women's
participation in the news as news subjects and journdists. Similarly, ten weekday issues
of each of the following newspapers, published in May 2002, were used for the study:
The Guardian, Post Express, Champion, Vanguard and Daily Times. A total of 566
dories in the mgor news pages of the newspapers were anadyzed over a two-week
period.

The findings show that the packaging of news is 4ill ‘men’s work’ in Nigeria Of the
101 reporters whose bylines appear in the 42 newsmagazine stories, 92 (91%) were
mae while a vary low 9% were femae Nevethdess as low as this figure is it
represents a dight improvement on the GMMP 2000 figure of 5% participation of

women as news reportersin Nigerid s mass media.

In terms of people in the news, women are equdly invisble, as the findings show a very
low participation of women in news making. The fact that women make up at least 50%
of Nigerids population is not reflected in the number of women who make news in the
mass media. In newsmagazines, a disproportionate 86% of people in the news are male,
while women accounted for a mere 14%: 675 people appeared in the 42 new dories,
581 of them men. Women's invishility in the news is dso reflected in newspaper
coverage. Only 93 (16%) of the 566 news stories involve women, and only 53 of these

have women as thair central focus.

In addition to not being given prominence in terms of frequency of appearance, women
ae aso denied prominence in being quoted and seen in photographs. A total of 61
photographs appear on the covers of the newsmagazines used in this study; a mere 10%
or 6 photographs are of women. Similarly, out of the 263 photos which accompany the
full news reports, only 30 (11%) are photos of women. The dtudtion is the same in
newspapers where women are hardly quoted and their photographs are rardly used in
news stories.



4.2\ Women in Advertising

Not only are women under-represented in the news media, their images in media
content leave much to be dedred. In advertisng, women are 4ill portrayed in traditiond
roles that reinforce gender dereotypes, their photographs are also used as mere
decorations in advertisements. In the 5 newspapers under study, out of the 93 product
advertisements that used photos of women, 33 (35%) showed women in domestic
settings while 31 (33%) used women' s photos in the background for mere decoretion.

4.3 Women in Home Video Films

The home video industry in Nigeria is another indtitution that has continued to put
women down. The growth of the Nigerian video film indudry is asounding: new films
ae rdeased into the market a a very rapid rate and the films reech a very large
audience of adults, youths and children.

As the twentieth century ended, research evidence showed that Nigerian home video
films were filled with negative and dereotyped images of women (Okunna, 2000).
Women were portrayed as wayward & of low mordity, essly lured by materid things,
ubservient to men, causes of family problems, fit for domedtic rather than professond
& career roles, lazy & dependent on men, etc. As video films showed women as
scheming, vicious, mordly-depraved creatures, Nigerian women became dismayed by
the havoc being caused by video films through ther renforcement of the damaging
negative images of women that were dready prevaent in the wider society (Ezeigbo,
1996).

These miggivings were judtified. Research evidence indicated that the negative images
of women in video films were having cultivation effects on young people, particulaly
girls, some of whom sad that the films made them fed ashamed tha they were femae
and made them lose confidence in themselves and in felow women (Okunna, 2000;
1996).

A look a Nigerian video films in Year 2002 shows that it is gpparently ‘business as

usud’ as far as ther representation of women is concerned. Ther preoccupation is sill



to focus on such themes as women's quest for husbands, childiessness, polygamy,
materidism etc to bring out the worg in women who ae portrayed in extremey
negative ways in the exploration of these traditiona themes. A quick look at three very
recent video films (2002) will illudrate this problem.

1. ‘Confidence’: In this film, the centrd femde character is under intense pressure from
her family to ‘find a husband’. Her continued spinsterhood unleashes a vicious hatred
agang her by her own mother. Eventudly, al ends well when the curse of spinsterhood
(placed on her by her uncle) is broken; she gets married and the family is reunited again.

2. "Gone Forever”. Explores the theme of childlessness. Hated and vilified by her
husband's family for her ‘falure’ to bear a child, the mgor femde character encourages
her husband to take a second wife, thus providing the filmmaker with the opportunity to
portray women as vidous competitors in the dehumanizing environment which

polygamy could cregte.

3. “Tears and Sorrows’: A wedthy man's wife desres an adulterous relaionship with
her husband's young nephew who is living with her household. The young man's
rgection of her advances unleashes her murderous hatred towards him. With poison
procured from a ‘native doctor’, she eventuadly murders him, just as he is about to
recelve a large inheritance from her husband whom he has sarved faithfully for many

yearsin the family busness.

Teaching Children About Women - Formally

Gender bias is dso a problem in teaching texts for Nigerian children. As the twentieth
century ended, there was research evidence to show that Nigerian children were being
taught from an early age to see women as unimportant and inferior to men: primary
school  textbooks for teaching core subjects like Mahematics and English Language
were characterized by sexism/stereotyped portraya of women. Okoye (1994) content-
andyzed English Language textbooks published by four reputable academic publishers
in Nigeria (Longman, Heinemann, Macmillan and Universty Press), and found that

sexism manifested in the following ways:



?? Omisson — mentioning boys more than girls in texts and usng more boys than
girlsinillugraions.
?? Stereotyped activities and family roles.

?? Nonrepresentation “of women in important and tough occupations” which can
only be done by the “strong, brave and intelligent” = men!

Severd years dfter this study, in the twenty-firs century, not much has changed in what
textbooks teach Nigerian children about women. Just one illugtration will do. A 31-page
pamphlet published in Year 2001 and titled Career Guidance for Children: Different
Trades & Professions lists 31 trades and professons [here reproduced verbatim], fully
illusrated with sketches “Accountant, Architect, Armed Forces, Artist, Barber,
Carpenter, Dentist, Doctor, Driver, Engineer, Farmer, Footbdling, Geologist, Journdist,
Lawyer, Mechanic, Mason, Musician, Nurse, Painter, Pharmacist, Photographer, Police,
Priest, Printer, Publisher, Surveyor, Tailor, Teacher, Trader, Vulcanisr” Only 2 of

these occupations have sketches of women — nurse and teacher!!

CONCLUSION: WHAT ISTO BE DONE?

An examingtion of gender and communication in Nigeria generaes a lot of misgivings
and despondency &bout the posshility of effecting meeningful change in media
representation of women, as the media continue their ‘symbolic annihilation’ of women.
Looking a what has been achieved in other countries, there is a tendency to despair at
the dow pace of change in Nigeria
While other countries have passed the dtage of “monolithic sereotyping of the type
described in content studies of the 1970s and 1980s ... [and] the period of ‘tota
blacking out’ of women” (Gallagher, 2001: 5), Nigeria agppears not to have progressed
much beyond this stage. Similarly, while other societies are increasngly accepting that
women's rights ae human rights, the Nigerian society is ill largdy content with
retaining cultural and religious practices that dehumanize women and deny them ther
fundamental human rights. And thisis where the problem lies.

Although there is an urgent need to improve the representation of women in the media
by incressing their vighility as journdigs and people in the news a wel as by

diminaing sexism in media content, the problem is more degp-rooted than this. From



every indication, the solution to the problem of gender and communication in Nigeria
lies with adopting more ‘radica’ drategies in addition to the provison of quantitative
data to show women's unequd representation in the media Two of such up-and-coming

drategies are briefly looked at here.

1. As Gdlagher (2001:8) has convincingly argued,

What it actudly requires is a widescde socid and
politicd tranformation, in which women's rights — and
women's right to communicate — are truly understood,
respected and implemented both in society a large and by
the media

The Nigerian society is indeed in dire need of such wide-scde socia transformation.
Nigerian women ae gradudly beginning to recognize this need. They ae adso
recognizing that the battle to free themsdves from the negative traditiond and culturd
practices that subjugate them should not be left to policy intervention by the rulers of
the land, who ae predominantly mae Consequently, a good number of women
ingpired NGOs are springing up in different parts of the country to crusade for women's
rights. For indance, in the eastern part of the country where tradition and culture have
continued to subordinate the Igbo woman, one active NGO based in Enugu is Civil
Resource Development and Documentation Centre (CIRDDOC) which has as its vison:
“A society where equdity of rights and opportunities exis. A world where al women

enjoy their human rights.”

The work of such NGOs is very crucid. Because there are a number of them, there is a
need for them to pull in the same direction — and this is why networking should form an
integrd part of ther activities. There could be the tendency to work at cross purposes in

the competition for scarce funding from donor agencies.

2. Efforts are dso being made to target Nigerian journaism schools for changes in
curriculum to include gender sudies amed a producing gender-sendtive journdids.
One such course on “Gender Issues in Mass Communication” has been commenced at
the postgraduate level a Nnamdi Azikiwe Universty in Awka Media monitoring is a
very srong component of this course. So far, a mgority of the students teking this



Madgters levd course are mde. Ther views and interpretations of gender reations in
society and the media have generated lively debates during lectures and provided fresh
indghts into the problem. Most of the students are dso working journdists whose
acquidtion of a higher degree would quicken their entry into policy-making pogtions in
the media If such people could become more gender-senstive through education/re-
traning, it would enhance the chances of ther media organizations improving the

representation of women in their media.

The Nigerian woman requires al the hdp she can get to free her from the forces that
subjugate her in the wider society and in the media of mass communication, which are
powerful indruments for cresting and reinforcing images of redity. Any groups or
individuas who ae concerned enough to fight for improvement of the lot of women,
should themsdlves be encouraged nationaly and internationdly.

NOTE

* The data on Nigerian newsmagazines and newspapers, as used in this paper, were
gathered by Cynthia Chude and Beatrice Okonkwo (M.Sc students of Mass
Communication & Nnamdi Azikiwe Univerdty) under my supervison.

REFERENCES
CIRDDOC (2002). Violence Against Women. CIRDDOC Public Education Series, No.
8. Enugu, Nigeria Fourth Dimenson Publishers.

CIRDDOC (2001). Gender and Palitics in Nigeria. CIRDDOC Public Education Series,
No. 5. Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers.

Ezeigbo, Akachi T. Gender Issues in Nigeria: A Feminine Perspective Lagos, Nigeria
Vista Books.

Gdlagher, Margaret (2001). Gender Setting: New Agendas for Media Monitoring and
Advocacy. London: Zed Books in association with WACC, London.

Ikokwu, Congtance (2002). “Sdafiya’s Acquittal: The Triumph of Reason Over Law”.
THISDAY Newspaper, March 31, 2002, p. 13.

Mba, Nina Emma (1982). Nigerian Women Mobilizes. Cdifornia Universty of
Cdiforniaat Bekerley.



Mulvaney, Becky Michde (1994). “Gender Differences in  Communication: An
Intercultural Experience’. Internet Document.

Nwankwo, Obiagdli (2001b). Inheritance Rights of Women in Africa. CIRDDOC Series
No. 4. Enugu: Fourth Dimension Publishers.

Qjiakor, Ngozi (1997). “Empowering Women for Nationd Development”. In Ngozi
Ojiakor and G.C. Unachukwu (eds), Nigerian Socio-Political Development: Issues and
Problems Enugu: John Jacobs Classic Publishers.

Okoye, lsad Kedue (2000). “Political Leadership in African Development: Imperatives
for the 21% Century”. In Ngozi Ojiskor et d (eds), Challenges of National Growth and
Development in Nigeria. Enugu: John Jacobs Classic Publishers.

Okunna, Chinyere Stela (2000). “Mass Media Gender Images and the Nigerian Girl
Child” [in CD ROM]. Paper presented at Summit 2000: Youth Children and the Media
Toronto, May 2000.

Okunna Chinyere Stella (1996). “Portrayd of Women in Nigerian Home Video FIms
Empowerment or Subjugation?’ Africa Media Review Vol. 10, No. 3.

Porter, Richad and Lary A. Samovar (1991). “Basc Principles of Interculturd
Communication”. In Samovar and Porter, Intercultural Communication: A Reader.
Belmont, C.A.: Wadsworth.

Stromquist, Nancy (1990). “Women and literacy: promises and condraints’. Media
Development, 1/1990.



