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From 1950 to 1966, politics in Nigeria's predominantly
Muslim Northern Region were dominated by the conflict
between the conservative Northern People’'s Congress
(NPC) and the progressive Northern Elements Progressive
Union (NEPU). The NPC sought to preserve the authorita-
tive status quo of the region by protecting the power of the
Masu Sarauta (Possessors of Governance) — titled offi-
cials whose hereditary positions had their origins in the
Sokoto Caliphate founded by Usman dan Fodio in the early
1800s. Most leaders of the NPC were themselves members
of the Masu Sarauta. Quite to the contrary, NEPU leaders
represented a young intelligentsia who called for a radical
reorganization of power in the North. They stated that the
Masu Sarauta represented an entrenched elite who -
pressed the Talakawa (common people). The NEPU called
for political power to be held only by elected officials, and
the Masu Sarauta to be reduced to purely ceremonial du-
ties. Despite their very different political perspectives and
goals, both parties drew upon Islam as a key means of le-
gitimizing their party platforms and programs. To this end,
the parties developed interpretations of religious texts, con-
structed images of the region’ s religious history and utilized
Islamic institutions in ways that supported their own par-
ticular political objectives.

Perhaps no particular area of conflict brought the par-
ties' ideological differences into such sharp contrast as did
the question of women'’s political rights and roles. Although
the debate was most vehement on the issue of whether
women should be granted political rights such as suffrage
and the holding of political office, it expanded to involve
women’s wider social roles and their status within society.
Not surprisingly, the conservative NPC resisted the grant-
ing of real political rights to women and called for the main-
tenance of women’s “traditional” roles. In contrast, NEPU
declared that the time had come in Northern Nigeria for
women to be freed of traditional roles in order to take up
new (political) responsibilities.

Although this conflict dealt with a contemporary politi-
cal question, the debate itself was carried out dmost com-
pletely in terms of Islamic ideology. The NPC maintained
that Islam forbade women from taking part in most aspects
of politics, while NEPU claimed that Islam alowed them a
variety of political roles. In the course of this article, several
questions will be aldressed. First, what roles did women

play in each of the political parties? What was each party’s
stand on women’s suffrage and on such topics as women
holding office? How was each stand justified in terms of
Islamic ideology? What were the implications of each stand
in terms of women’s wider position within society? How did
the debate reflect and influence the construction of
women’s “traditional” roles? To answer these questions,
this article will undertake an examination of women's par-
ticipation in various political activities during the period in
guestion, as well as examine each party’s stands on the
issue of women’s political rights during this time. Answer-
ing these questions will improve our knowledge of both
popular (largely male) attitudes towards women’s political
rights and women’s own perspectives on political and so-
cial issues during this period. Further, this study adds a
much needed historical dimension to the literature on
women’sissuesin Northern Nigeria

The Setting: Women’s Political Roles

Although the issue of women’s political rights did not
come to the forefront of political debate in the region until
around 1956, both parties had established “women’ swings’
by the early years of the decade. The structure and activi-
ties of these organizations were very telling of the parties
coming stands on women'’s political rights. NEPU was the
first party to involve women in the political process, with its
women’ swing being opened in Kano in 1953." Even as early
as 1951 awoman by the name of Gambo Sawaba was giving
lectures at NEPU rallies in the city of Zaria, in part because
she was fluent in Hausa, Ibo, Y oruba and Nupe. Even when
not lecturing, she would frequently serve as an interpreter
for other speakers? The fact that NEPU gave such a promi-
nent role to women in party activities helped draw other
women into the political process. Because of the practice of
kulle (purdah or wife seclusion), many women in the region
could not attend such political rallies. Early female members
of NEPU sought to overcome this barrier by moving from
house to house in the region around Zaria and other cities
to speak to secluded women?

Such activities helped NEPU recruit female political ac-
tivists in numbers great enough to warrant the formation of
a NEPU women’'s wing within a couple of years of the
party’s founding. Alhaji Tanko Y akasai, an early NEPU or-
ganizer, states that wherever there was a NEPU branch,
there was also a women'’s wing, which had its own comple-
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ment of leadership. The women members elected their own
Chair, Vice-Chair, Secretary, Treasurer, etc. Each of these
groups then elected representatives to the National
women’s wing.* In general, the women attracted to NEPU
were young. Hajiya Jumai Wool, one of the first members of
the NEPU women’s wing in Kano reports that there were no
members in her group over the age of thirty.> Many of the
more promising members of the women's wing were
schooled, in practical as well as political subjects, at the
party’s newspaper office in Zaria, where the Daily Comet
newspaper was produced.® This practice was also indicative
of NEPU’ swider stance in favor of female education.

Largely because of their resistance to the idea of women
taking active political roles, the NPC did not follow the
NEPU’s lead in actively seeking to recruit women into the
party. Still, the leadership of the NPC recognized that NEPU
was attracting the sympathy of a number of the region’s
women. As such, the party formed its own women’s wing,
complete with local branches. For the most part the mem
bership of this wing was made up of relations and associ-
ates of the party’s leaders. For example, in Kano, one of the
|leaders of the NPC women’s wing was Ladi Kara, a“save”
of the Emir.” Another informant reports that the general pro-
cedure of the NPC was to appoint prominent local women
as heads of the various branches of the women’s wing, but
that actual meetings among the wing's members were rare.®
A 1957 newspaper article stated that the women’s wing of
the NPC in Maiduguri had collapsed when its membership
fell to only two?’

As a result of the party’s conservative stand towards
women, members of the NPC's women’s wings were not to
be found lecturing at rallies or canvassing support from
house to house. The NPC'’s lackluster support for any kind
of women’s organization lasted through to the end of the
First Republic. In 1963, the Sardauna of Sokoto was con-
tacted by the Jamiyar Matan Arewa (Northern Women's
Congress), a group of 60 women who sought to “bring to-
gether all women in the North in order to teach the reading
and writing of English and general domestic science,” and
who made a point in forswearing any interest in politics.
Despite these none-too-radical goals, the Sardauna agreed
to patronage of their group only after they had sent re-
peated letters. Even so, a private note to his secretary
stated that he did so “with reluctance.”*°

It should be noted that membership in women’s wings
was not the only role played by women during the period.
Women were a common fixture at political rallies for both
parties, though the relationship between the parties and the
women varied considerably. The mere presence of a number
of women could help &tract spectators to a political rally.
As one NEPU supporter stated “we sang and danced and
clapped our hands — since we were young everyone was
interested when we sang for NEPU.”"* The fact that the
presence of young women tended to attract young men was
not lost upon the leaders of the political parties. Though
the activity seems to have been pioneered by NEPU, both
parties made use of goge dancing to attract potential party

converts and raise funds. These dances, which centered
around the goge, a single-stringed bowed instrument, were
popular during the 1950s and 1960s. The parties sponsored
concerts and charged admission. Hajiya Jumai stated that
before the NPC copied the practice, they at first complained,
because young male NPC supporters were being drawn to
the NEPU events when “they saw the young women danc-
ing and having fun.”** This information was corroborated
by Tanko Y akasai, who said “we used the goge dance to
mobilize and recruit, and the younger elements of the
women actually assisted in thiswork.”*?

The relationship between women and politics was not
aways as simple as having women act as alure for potential
male party members, for the parties often hired or coerced
prostitutes to serve their supporters’ sexual needs. Renee
Pitten’s research revealed that the NPC had an officer
known as the “party manager,” whose duty it was to see
that prostitutes “complied with party directives.” Further, it
was his job to see to the women'’s transport, food and ac-
commodation during political tours. Pitten goes on to state:

Almost all the karuwai [prostitutes] were involved in
the political campaigns (there was little choice), and
the campaigns were in support of the NPC. Women
who supported other political parties, such as NEPU
or NCNC, were usually induced to change their alli-
ances or move elsewhere. The party provided tangible
support for the karuwai, athough periodicaly it
would express condemnation of the women, and with-
hold the largess the women had come to expect, and
for which they worked. There was generally an under-
standing between the karuwai and the NPC organiz-
ersthat if the karuwai cooperated with the Party, the
Party would show its appreciation in terms of financia
support and positive social sanctions. It was an article
of faith of the time that “siyasa sai da mace” (Politics
cannot exist without women).*

It isimportant at this point to examine just exactly what
isimplied by the term “karuwai.” The most common trans-
lation for thisword isindeed “prostitute” as utilized by Pit-
ten above, but it is also frequently applied to women who
chose to live outside the strictures of Hausa tradition re-
garding women. Hence, women who attended party rallies
or goge dances were almost certainly regarded askaruwai.
As one newspaper editorial commented: “If one visited any
public political meetings, he would see no respectable fe-
male, neither the wives of the NEPU or NPC leaders. He
would see only karuwai.”*® Such a designation, though,
does not necessarily mean that all the women in question
were exchanging sex for money or had been coerced to
serve the party in such a capacity. Certainly some women
did find themselves in such a situation, while others, simply
by taking part in politics, found themselves characterized as
“karuwai”. Thus, the very act of seeking inclusion within
the political process placed women outside the socially
constructed bounds of “respectability” — as no better than
prostitutes.
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The ambiguity between women who were indeed prosti-
tutes and those who sought to break out of traditional roles
worked to the advantage of the NPC. Anti-prostitution
sweeps of entire towns were common during the 1950s and
1960s. These actions were frequently declared as movesto
“restore morality” and stop “anti-Islamic activities.”*® Such
occasions were a prime opportunity for the authorities (who
almost dways supported the NPC) to settle scores against
those who supported their opponents. Editorials in the
NEPU Daily Comet complained that, while they, of course,
supported the idea of anti-prostitution campaigns, it
seemed that only those prostitutes who supported NEPU
were being arrested.!” Indeed, all female members of NEPU
were threatened by such campaigns. As one NEPU member
stated: “ They arrested the NEPU women and the prostitutes
and every woman in NEPU was called a prostitute. If you
were arrested they might imprison you for up to three
years.”*® Such risks seem to have been very real. Hajiya
Jumai Wool stated that she was arrested for the first time
when she was fifteen.”® Hajiya Gambo Sawaba alleged in
1958 that the 40 women present at the first meeting of the
NEPU women’'s wing in Kano were all arrested and impris-
oned for one month each.”® On the occasion of one NEPU
rally in Katsina which coincided with an anti-prostitution
campaign, the NEPU women’'s wing had to travel hidden
under tarps in the back of a truck, for fear that they would
be arrested by the Native Authority police.”*

Clearly, there were extensive barriers to women’s politi-
cal participation in northern Nigeria. Women who sought to
break out of social boundaries such as kulle and overcome
barriers to the acquisition of education were faced with
constant repression, as mentioned above, and even threat
to life and limb. Gambo Sawaba's biography includes sev-
eral instances of beatings and assaults, all attributed to the
NPC's Yan Mahaukita.> One such attack represented a
clear attempt at murder where she was left for dead in the
bush, to be found several days later. For those women who
did participate in the political process, particularly on the
side of NEPU, it is obvious that they were willing to take
great risks for what they saw asright.

The Editorial Debate: “ The Position of Women in Islam”

Up to late 1956, the conflict over women’s political roles
was one of actions. The members of NEPU’'s women’'s
wings pushed the limits of women’s accepted political roles
simply by taking an active part in political activities. The
NPC effectively showed its disapproval by harassing these
women by way of the party’s control over the courts and
police.

The announcement of a Constitutional Conference to be
held in London in 1957 brought a new aspect to the conflict
over women'’s political rights and roles. The Constitutional
Conference provided an opportunity for parties in opposi-
tion to the NPC (not only NEPU but also the Western Re-
gion based Action Group and Eastern Region based Na-
tional Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons) to push for
women's suffrage in the North before an international audi-

ence. The NPC leaders at the conference followed a staunch
party line which stated that female suffrage was simply un-
Islamic. When interviewed by the BBC (in London) and
asked why his party resisted women’s suffrage, the Sar-
dauna simply replied “Because of our religion.” This com-
ment was given front-page treatment by several northern
Nigerian newspapers. In support of the Sardauna’ s posi-
tion, the President of the NPC branch in Jos, Alhgji Audu,
stated: “It is unthinkable for anybody to suggest that over-
night the sacred traditions of the Northern Region should
be abandoned.”*

The comments of the Sardaunain L ondon, though, were
an extreme distillation of a debate which had dready raged
for several months in 1956 and early 1957. This debate had
shifted the conflict over women'’s political rights away from
one of actions (though this factor continued) and towards a
public, ideologica argument over the Islamic basis of
women’s political rights. During this period, speeches and
editorials on women’ s political rights became a central focus
of each party’ s activities.

The debate was opened when one Isa Wali wrote an
eight-part editorial for the newspaper Gaskiya entitled
“Makamin Mata a Musulunci” (The Position of Women in
Islam). The articles dealt with all aspects of women'’s politi-
cal and social rights. Wali’s assertions were quite radical in
the context of the northern Nigerian community. In sum-
mary, Wali stated that according to Islam, women and men
were equal in amost all respects — most particularly in re-
spect to political, social, and educational rights. The fact
that women in Northern Nigeria were denied these rights
was not because of Islam, which Wali defined as progres-
sive, but rather because of the conservatism of local culture
— which was wrongly interpreted asIslamicin origin.

Wali’s assertions created such a stir that every single
issue of Gaskiya for the next four months featured replies
either rebutting or supporting his writings* It was not un-
common for several repliesto be published in each issue.”®

It isimportant to note that Wali was a closet NEPU sup-
porter. But, because he worked for the Northern Region
government, he chose to maintain a guise of political neu-
trality. Still, his extensive editorials were the equivalent of a
NEPU platform on Women'’s rights. Wali’s political tenden-
cies were certainly not overlooked by the newspaper’'s
readership. Witness an early rebuttal by an NPC supporter.

All what Malam Isais saying is in line with the mani-
festo of the NEPU party — women'’s liberation. He
should come out and tell us that he is now a propa-
gandist of the NEPU party.”®

Indeed, Wali’s argument that Islam did alow (and even
encouraged) women to take political roles was a direct chal-
lenge to the NPC’s stand against women’s political and so-
cial rights.

We want the female population of this great country
to get their rightful place as permitted by Islamic law
and as practiced in other Muslim nations. Our female
population must be given al their rights. In fact, they
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are treated little better than in pre-Islamic Arabia. They
remain illiterate and work like slaves?’

The comment comparing the region to pre-lslamic Ara-
bia served as a subtle attack on the NPC’s vision of Islam,
which NEPU sought to identify as so reactionary that it
drew upon pre-lslamic customs rather than the proper laws
of Islam as introduced by the Prophet. In effect, NEPU was
stating that the “traditional” role of women as defended by
the NPC was not Islamic at al, but a hold-over from the re-
gion's pre-lslamic past. According to Wali, it was not the
religion of Islam that called for restrictions on women’s
rights, but rather the local (and pre-lslamic) traditions of
Northern Nigeria.

My intention is to bring out clearly the real meanings
of the Qur’an, as opposed to the meanings given by
our local Muslim Scholars. Another objective is to
show clearly the difference between what is compul-
sory in Islam and what elements of our local heritage
are passed off as |slamic injunctions®

One of Wali’s primary goals was to show that true Islam
was not averse to women taking part in politics. He noted
that the Prophet’s fourth wife, Aisha, led arebellion against
the fourth Caliph, Ali. Further, he stated:

Nobody challenged the action of Aisha in leading a
rebellious group against Ali. Her leadership role came
out clearly. So you can seethat if awoman, the wife of
our Holy Prophet, could lead a war party, there is no
leadership role which a woman could not hold.
Throughout Muslim history, especialy during the
Abbasid period, females enjoyed esteemed public po-
sitions. One must see how women were so numerous
in any field of human endeavor.”

In alater installment, Wali pointed out that the wives of
the Prophet’s companions were known to be wise and de-
vout Muslims.

Even among the companions of the Prophet, there
were wives who were more clever than their husbands.
For example, the wife of Saud ibn Musayyab was more
knowledgeable and intelligent than her husband ®

While Wali conceded that physical conditions such as
pregnancy might disqualify a woman from holding “the
highest positions of government” (a reply to a common
NPC argument that pregnancy prevented women from hold-
ing government offices), other positions, such as that of
alkali (judge), or holding positions in local and regional
councils, were certainly open to them.®

Also central to Wali’s argument was the fact that other
Muslim states did not restrict women’s political activity as
did the Northern Region of Nigeria Countries such as
Egypt, Pakistan, Syria, Turkey, and Malaysia were cited as
examples of states where women could vote and hold office
even though the population of these countries was largely
Muslim. Wali went so far as to cite specific examples of
women from these countries who held high political posi-
tions, such as Begum Shah Nawaz, the Pakistani Ambassa-
dor to the United States or Mrs. Makbul Dibian, a Turkish

Minister of Parliament.** Such examples were given to show
that 1slam was indeed a progressive political force, and that
only in the eyes of the NPC was it incapable of dealing with
the demands of a modern world.

It is the duty of the entire Muslim community of this
great nation of oursto work hard and bring out clearly
the true meaning of Islam. They should separate truth
from falsehood or mere culture, as people are doing in
other Muslim countries®

Wali’s articles were not limited only to political matters.
He expanded his argument to include such issues as
women’s mobility, right to education, and men’s right to
take more than one wife and to keep concubines under Is-
lamic law. In so doing, Wali was attacking the real root of
the conservative position regarding the exclusion of women
from politics— their inferior social status.

Wali aso dealt directly with the issue of whether social
restrictions such as kulle, and the nature of women’s
proper education should limit women’ s ability to take part in
political activities. Echoing a common NEPU theme, Wali
attacked the idea that wife seclusion was considered man-
datory for all Muslims. Rather, he maintained that aslong as
awoman behaved modestly and was properly dressed, she
was free to go about as she wished. Repeating his theme
that Northern Nigeria was governed by local, rather than
Islamic, tradition, Wali pointed out that other Muslim na-
tions did not so restrict women’s freedom of movement ®

Nowhere in the whole Qur’ an and the Hadiths is there
clear indication that we should isolate our Emale
population as we are doing in Northern Nigeria. Cer-
tainly the verses are misunderstood by our Nigerian
Ulama. What is required is to keep themselves cov-
ered when they areto go out. *

Wali even questioned the relevance of the action of the
Prophet in secluding his wives — the fact that M ohammad
had “secluded” hiswives being a central argument of those
who supported the contemporary practice in Nigeria. The
passage of the Qur’an which deals with this topic, Wali
maintained, was clearly addressed only to the wives of the
Prophet, and was a result of Mohammad’s desire to protect
himself from those who sought to gain influence over or
attack him through his wives. Hence, stated Wali, in this
case the actions of the Prophet were relevant only to his
own (very unique) situation, and were not to be emulated
by hisfollowers®

The issue of kulle was of particular interest to many of
the region’s women, since it did not only limit women’'s
general mobility, but in many cases also led to arestriction
on women’s economic activities and even access to medical
care. On thislatter issue, Hajiya Jumai Wool stated:

Malam Aminu said women could go to the hospital if
they were pregnant, but they [the NPC] said this was
contrary to Islam. Women should stay at home and
use traditional medicines. The NPC members used the
Hospital for themselves?’

As for education, NEPU had long maintained that there
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should be no distinction between male and female educa-
tion as dictated by the Qur’an. Thiswas a policy that NEPU
acted on directly in the Islamiyya schools which they
founded throughout northern Ngeria. There was a well-
known event in Kano when Aminu Kano publicly presented
a seven-year-old girl who had memorized the entire Qur’an
— asameans of showing the effectiveness of the Islamiyya
school’ s blending of Western and Islamic educational tech-
niques. This event was designed not only to highlight the
school, but also the intellectual potential of females. Echo-
ing the NEPU support for women’'s education, Wali stated
that 1slam called for women to be educated equally to men
— inall areas of scholarship.

It is compulsory in Islam for women to be educated.
Thereis no question about it. Thereis no differencein
the form of education between male and female.®

Showing little fear, Wali even went so far as to call into
question the practice of polygamy in Islam. While he rec-
ognized that the Qur’ an did state that up to four wives were
allowed, he argued that the restrictions placed on this prac-
tice, particularly the Quranic injunction to treat all wives
equally, made the institution of polygamy beyond the reach
of all but the most edraordinary men (such as the Prophet
himsalf).®* In support of this fact, he cited that the Third
Caliph had only one wife.”°

As stated previously, the most basic argument al-
vanced by the NPC was simply that Islam prohibited politi-
cal activity by women. In their replies to IsaWali, NPC sup-
porters made their arguments in more specific terms. One
Hadith cited in support of the NPC’ s stand was “ People will
rarely triumph if awoman is assigned as leader.”** The logi-
cal extension, claimed members of the NPC, was that if you
could not have female leaders, you could not give women
the vote, since in a democracy, the voters are the true lead-
ers.”? Alhgji Abubakar, Dokajin Kano,” requested that Wali
“check his sources’ regarding his statement that women
had similar rights to positions of leadership to men, and
pointed out that there were not “female heads of state” dur-
ing the period of the Rashidun. He went on to say:

There are simply duties and functions which Islam
clearly forbids to women from pursuing. Things such
as political leadership, judging court, leading prayers
and others. Any society that gives such functions to
women is not an Islamic society.*

Along asimilar line, another writer attacked Wali’s claim
that other Islamic states were granting political positions to
women.

| wish to draw the attention of Malam Isa Wali to the
fact that we do not want our government to copy what
isdonein Persia, Tunisiaor Egypt. They are following
the example of Western Culture. We are Muslims. Our
cultureisldamic.®
During an interview in 1993, Nasiru Kabara recalled the
debate, and attacked Malam Wali by stating that he never
showed textual evidence that Islam supported women in
positions of authority.

But he could not show a line in the tradition of the
Prophet. He and his supporters could not show one
single tradition which shows that women can do this.
Itisjust foolishness and ignorance to say otherwise.

The NPC, though, did not rely solely upon their agu-
ment that 1slam prohibited political activity by women spe-
cifically. Rather, the most common argument put forward by
the NPC supporters was that it was Islam’s restrictions on
women’s socia rights and roles that necessitated women’s
exclusion from the political realm — kulle in particular, but
also issues of education.

Several writers attacked Wali’ s assertion that kulle was
not supported by Islamic ideology. Alhgji Durumin lya, an
NPC member and stalwart from Kaduna, stated that voting,
for example, would require that women leave their homes.
Such an activity would be a violation of kulle, and would
necessitate that women “mixed freely with men.” Both of
these actions, he maintained, ran contrary to Islamic injunc-
tion. Malam lya cited two hadiths to support his case:
“Muslims should not allow their wives to come out of their
houses, because if a woman leaves her house, Shaidan
(Satan) will certainly beautify her structure and many men
would be dtracted to her,” and “ There is nowhere that it is
lawful for both male and female to mix together.”* In closing
his commentary, Maam lya attacked Wali’s knowledge of
Islam by stating:

The above quoted hadith clearly exposes the shallow-
ness of the Islamic knowledge of the one who said
thereis no single hadith to support kulle in Islam.”®

In avery interesting rebuttal to Wali's claims that kulle
was unlslamic, one Musa Bojude stated:

In our society our greatest Caliph was the famous
Shehu Uthman dan Fodio. We know that he kept his
wivesin his house. We also know that the Shehu was
Sheiku Kutab — that he communicated with the
Prophet on a daily basis while he lived among us. If
keeping women in houses is wrong the Prophet would
have directed Uthman dan Fodio to stop doing so.*”

Some individuals took an even more extreme line than
those scholars quoted above. Malams Awwad and
Sha’ abon, Hausas living in the Gold Coast, were so moved
by the issue that they wrote from abroad to cite a Hadith
from the book Ibn Adi Aid Anas which they cited as fol-
lows: “A woman is allowed out of her matrimonial home on
two occasions — when she is being taken to that house
and when she dies.”® Others stated that it was permissible
for some women to go outside of their homes, but only if
they were old and ugly, and even they must be modestly
clothed>

Not all of the NPC's arguments in favor of Kulle and
against female suffrage and political activity were so
grounded in religious ideology. In addition to his ideologi-
cal arguments in favor of kulle, Alhgji Salihi Durimin lya
also put forward an esthetic argument.

| wish to draw the attention of M. Isa Wali to the fact
that women who are put “behind bars” — inkulle —
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are softer and more lovely. That iswhy people wish to
see them. They are true females. Those not under
kulle have lost al their feminine characteristics, they
regard themselves as equal to men and Allah makes
them coarse and unattractive.*

Another writer stated that women should not hold politica
office simply because of their character.

Women should not hold public office because they
can be easily deceived or cheated. Their hearts are
weak. They are sympathetic and can be quickly gov-
erned by emotion rather than reason.>

The issue of women’s education was also frequently
cited as areason for denying women political rights. In the
words of one writer:

It must not be forgotten that the population of women
in the Region exceeds that of men, and about 99% of
the women are not only illiterate, but are uninformed
and uneducated in every way. Women'’s franchise at
this stage and under such appalling circumstances
merely means putting the destiny of the country into
the hands of an illiterate, uninformed and uneducated
public — you can imagine how disastrous that would
be. That would be democracy indeed!™

Such commentary as this was, of course, made with dis-
regard for the fact the male population of the North was
itself largely uneducated. Further, the Native Authorities
(largely staffed by NPC supporters) had consistently -
sisted the idea of female education in the Northern Region
for much of the 20th century, a situation frequently b-
mented by the British colonial government in the region (at
least during the earlier period of colonial rule).® While the
NPC was not necessarily opposed to the idea of education
for women, they did have very particular ideas about what
sort of education was suitable. In an article entitled “ Appeal
to Women,” the Sultan of Sokoto called upon women to

wake up and be prepared to march in line with their
menfolk [because] as future mothers they should learn
how to be clean and keep their homesin order.*®

In a similar vein, the Sardauna of Sokoto stated “no
country can develop properly without good housewives,
teachers, nurses, and other occupations that lequire the
services of women.”®’

Several writers, though, directly rebutted Wali’s claims
that women could and should be educated equally to men.

The quest for knowledge for a woman is compulsory
provided there is no danger of breaking the laws of A |-
lah in seeking that knowledge — that is, like the mix-
ing of men and women in the name of education. If fe-
males can be educated without mixing with the
opposite sex, then all iswell and good.>®
and

Getting education is compulsory for both male and
female in the Islamic religion. However, the sort of
education is that which would allow women to perform
domestic duties properly — cooking, cleaning, chil-

draising, etc. Education for other dutiesis, | fear, unls-
lamic.>®

Hence, the logic for the more conservatively-minded
members of the northern populace was clear. It was basi-
cally a good thing for women to be educated, but only
when it did not require mixing with men and only in afash-
ion that facilitated their role as mothers and housekeepers.
Wider education was not suitable for women, and without
this education they were not qualified to vote.

As previously noted, the NEPU leadership staunchly
advocated women’s education. In response to the above-
quoted editorials one Audu Danladi lamented the absence
of a women’s voice in the ongoing debate over women's
rights.

No woman has responded to the writings of Isa Wali,
either for or against. This is a very serious matter.
People just go ahead and discuss the affairs of those
who cannot defend themselves. Thisis very unfair as
far as | am concerned. It seems there are two reasons
for why our female population have refused to com-
ment on such a matter that affects them so directly.
The first and most important is ignorance. How many
women can read or respond to these debates? How
many even know about the articles? The second rea-
son is fear — fear of the sort of condemnations that
have been leveled against |saWali for telling the truth.
We are cheating our femal e population by not sending
them to school. We alow them to live in ignorance.”

Indeed, the absence of involvement by members of
NEPU’s women's wing is puzzling, since severa of these
women, such as Gambo Sawaba, were literate and were cer-
tainly not known for their fear of reprisals. Whether they
were involved in the phrasing of Wali’s initial editorials, or
in the later debateis not clear. Further the weekly “Women's
Page” of Gaskiya refrained from making comment on the
editorial debate raging elsewhere in the newspaper.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the NPC defended its
stand that Islam prohibited women’s political involvement.
In 1957, they were successful in blocking a motion to give
women special representation in the Northern Region
House of Assembly.® The following telegrams were e
changed in 1962 between Sarkin Dawaki Bello (NPC repre-
sentative to the Nigerian Parliament, Lagos) and the Sar-
dauna of Sokoto.

21 August, Sarkin Dawaki to Sardauna:

Have followed with deep interest and appreciation
your stand on women Franchise. Your stand is right.
Be firm. God will always be with you.

22 August, Sardaunato Sarkin Dawaki:

Y our much respected telegram received with respect.
You know | should and dd it for NPC and Musdlim
cause. We will never be dictated to by any brute.®?

With a debate that frequently touched upon such topics
as whether or not women should be secluded in kulle and
what type of education women should receive, it is clear
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that the question of whether or not women should have a
political role was only one aspect of the conflict between
the NPC and NEPU. What was actually at stake was
whether or not women were to be relegated to “traditional”
roles (as perceived by the parties) in all aspects of life, or
whether they were to have a choice to pursue a more pro-
gressive lifestyle if they so desired. The statements by the
NPC that such institutions as kulle, restrictions on
women'’s interaction with men and limitations on femae
education required that women'’s participation in politics be
limited, were tantamount to Government sanction of these
same institutions and practices. Indeed, this was the case.
For example, during the 1950’'s the NPC succeeded in plac-
ing laws on the books of some parts of the Northern Region
that made it a crime for married women to go out of their
houses — even to attend gatherings such as naming cere-
monies, weddings or funerals. NEPU eacted strongly to
thislaw. A letter to the Kano Resident stated:

Not only isthis aterrible precedent but a shocking ret-
rogressive step in the emancipation of northern
women... Thiswe see as an act that will certainly bring
about confusion and make us look ridiculous and
primitive in the eyes of the modern world... [it] goes
beyond the law, Islam and common sense.

The acting Resident, M.C. McClintock, reacted sharply
to NEPU’s letter, and replied that the law had been *de-
signed to arrest progressive deterioration in Moral Stan-
dards,” and had been arrived at in consultation with acom-
mittee “most qualified to advise on this point.”® Those
consulted were none other than the Emir of Kano and his
advisers, all staunch backers of the NPC.

The Politics behind the Debate

It should be noted that the successful resistance of the
NPC to women's suffrage was in some ways counter-
intuitive. The Northern Region was the only one of Nige-
ria’s three semi-autonomous regions not to extend the vote
to women, and in doing so limited its ability to lay claim to
political dominance based on its significantly larger popula-
tion. The answer to this quandary, though, lies in the poli-
tics of the Northern Region itself. While the NPC frequently
played upon the “Islamic” nature of the North, the truth
was that the region was home to several million non-
Muslims, a point frequently cited by opposition parties in
calling for women’s suffrage. These parties, particularly the
Action Group, National Council of Nigeria and the Camer-
oons, and the United Middle-Belt Congress often requested
that if Islam forbade women from voting, then non-Muslim
women within the North should still have the right to vote if
they so desired.** As one opponent of the NPC stated in the
course of a House of Representatives debate on the sub-
ject:

Asyou are aware, the Northern Region has a diverse
population, speaking different dialects, having differ-
ent customs and traditions. In my humble opinion, |
beg to suggest that the Government should relax this
rule and allow Christian and Pagan women to vote. It

is understood that the reason why women in the ex-
treme North are not allowed to vote is due solely to re-
ligious reasons. But in places like the Tivs, the Idomas
and so on, women are allowed to do things equally as
men. | see no reason why women in our own country
should not be allowed to vote. If the Northern Gov-
ernment wants women in the extreme North not to
vote, they should allow our women to vote for us®

Such a situation was, indeed, exactly what the NPC
feared. In truth, the very restrictions which the NPC cited as
reasons for limiting female participation in politics (per-
ceived religious strictures, seclusion, poor education)
would probably have kept the great majority of the female
Muslim population from voting if the vote had been e-
tended. These restrictions, though, would have much less
effect on non-Muslim populations. Estimates conserva-
tively placed the non-Muslim female population at over one
million® This situation could have given a significant
boost to the Middle Belt Christian and Pagan vote that
largely supported the United Middle Belt Congress
(UMBC), a party that sought to carve a new region out of
the southern section of the North. If the UMBC were to
have attained its goal, the Northern Region would have
been in dire danger of losing its political dominance over
the smaller and less populous southern regions — and
hence the nation as a whole.*” Similarly, if any Musim
women were to vote, it is likely that they would have been
of the better educated and more progressive type that was
drawn to NEPU — helping that party in its resistance to
NPC rule. Indeed, the NPC was very much aware of the na-
tional political contest as well as that within the Northern
Region. It isinteresting to note that those Northern women
who resided in either of the southern regions were encour-
aged to take alvantage of women's right to suffrage in
these territories and vote for parties in aliance with the
NPC.%

By keeping the discourse on the topic of women’s po-
litical rights limited to a debate over Islamic ideology, the
NPC was able to direct attention away from the issue of the
internal politics of the Northern Region. For its own part,
NEPU could not avoid the focus of the debate without go-
pearing that it could not meet the NPC’s arguments based
on their own interpretation of religious ideology. Such a
situation would have been a serious setback for a party that
in large part based its legitimacy on a claim to greater Is-
lamic knowledge. Similarly, by limiting the argument largely
to a question of Islamic interpretation, the NPC kept the
potential for British interference to a minimum, since officia
British policy was to remain neutral in religious matters —
particularly when the interests of the Masu Sarauta might
be compromised by their involvement. When interviewed
regarding the British stance on women'’s suffrage in North-
ern Nigeria, Alan Lennox-Boyd, Secretary of State for the
Colonies replied: “This is clearly a matter for the Northern
Region themselves.”® Further, since the British were them
selves not in accordance with the U.N. Convention on the
Political Rights of Women (they did not allow women into
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the House of Lords), they were unlikely to force the issue
on the Northern Region.

Conclusions

In conclusion, the issue of women’s political and social
rights was a very telling one, as the conflict between the
NPC and NEPU serves both to show us how religion was
central to the politics of the period, and also to offer con-
siderable insights into women'’s status during the period —
offering far greater historical perspective to our understand-
ing of the status of women during this critical period in Ni-
gerian history. Contrary to the understanding of most con-
temporary literature on women in Northern Nigeria, it is
clear that the debate over women's political and social roles
has been raging for some time, and that the debate has been
deeply intertwined with discussions of the region’s eli-
gious and historical self-identity. Also, the conflict between
the NPC and NEPU over the rights of women points up the
familiar theme of women serving as carriers of culture within
conservative constructions of social mores.

It would seem that the NPC’ s strategy of limiting the po-
litical participation of women in the Northern Region by
reference to a conservative interpretation of Islamic ideol-
ogy and tradition worked greatly to the party’ s advantage.
The NPC was successful in keeping the right to vote out of
women’'s hands throughout the First Republic — despite
the continuous demands of all opposition parties. While the
NPC was successful in the short run, in the long run NEPU
was to see its goals achieved. With the collapse of the First
Republic, northern women, Muslim and non-Muslim, were
to be given the vote. Further, the attention NEPU com
manded in the course of the debate helped improve the
awareness of a great portion of the northern populace re-
garding the rights of women in Islam and helped weaken the
hegemony of the conservative interpretation of Islamic
sources. These factors did not seem to have been lost on
the female voters of the region, who were said to have been
a decisive bloc in helping to give the Peoples Redemption
Party (NEPU’ s Second Republic incarnation) a strong show-
ing in several key northern statesin the 1979 elections.”
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