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 Nigeria, a developing nation, has a 
population of 140 million people and over 
half of this population is made up of 
women and girls. The National Population 
Commission (NPC) puts the population of 
women in Nigeria at 68.3 million. Women, 
therefore, make up the majority of the 
nation’s human capital, whose potentials, 
if fully harnessed, developed  and utilized, 
will inestimably improve the nation’s 
poverty eradication efforts, national 
development and economic growth. There 
is an axiom that when you educate a 
woman, you educate a nation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is because of the peculiar 
position a woman occupies in the society 
as a mother, role model, a guide and the 
pivot of the home. However, the rural 
woman in Nigeria is still so repressed, 
oppressed and depressed. Some rural areas 
in Nigeria in the South-South States are 
still very far from civilization. They lack 
social amenities, infrastructure, roads, 
hospitals for basic health care and other 
paraphernalia of a modern society. The 
women from such rural areas are thus left, 
as it were, in the darkness as regards their 
educational privileges, the advantages of 
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education and all the technological 
breakthroughs and modernization that are 
common-place to urban women. 
Ignorance, therefore, perpetually keeps 
them under total subjugation and abject 
poverty. According to Afolabi (2012), 
those in the rural areas contribute 70% of 
the labour force in agriculture. They do 
this through hard labour and at the end, 
they remain financially unrewarded as 
subsistent farmers, unable to access other 
basic necessities of life for qualitative 
living, thereby leaving their offspring to 
wallow in the darkness of illiteracy and the 
pain of disease arising from hunger and 
malnutrition which ultimately results in 
untimely death.  
 
 International bodies recognize the 
plight of women in developing countries 
and their potentials in any nation’s 
economy whether the nation is developed 
or underdeveloped. The United Nations 
thus convened the Beijien conference of 
1995 to encourage the nations of the world 
to recognize the rights of women to 
qualitative education among other gender-
related issues. Moreover, the Millennium 
Development Goals, if studied critically, 
are found to be directly targeted at rural 
women. The MDGs, according to Osun 
State (2008) are to: eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger; achieve universal 
primary education; eradicate child 
mortality; improve maternal health; 
combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases; ensure environmental 
sustainability; develop a global partnership 
for development. Another pointer to the 
international bodies’ recognition of the 

plight of the rural woman is that the 
International Woman’s Day (IWD) 2012 
edition, with the theme “Empower Rural 
Women: End Poverty and Hunger” is 
devoted to rural women and girls. Despite 
the international organizations’ concerns 
for the plight of rural women, not much is 
being done in Nigeria to harness the 
potentials of this vast human capital. In 
Nigeria, for example, many young children 
of school age are still roaming the streets 
as hawkers and petty traders because of 
extreme poverty. The purpose of this 
paper, therefore, is to further draw 
attention to the plight of rural women in 
Aniocha North and Oshimili South Local 
Government Areas of Delta State, 
highlight the challenges of empowerment 
of the rural women through education, the 
advantages of education in view of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
and suggest strategies for using education 
to empower the women for poverty 
eradication and development.  
 
The Situation of the Rural Women in 
Aniocha North and Oshimili South 
Local Government Areas of Delta State 
        Aniocha North and Oshimili South 
Local Government Areas of Delta State 
have their headquarters at Isele Uku and 
Asaba respectively. These towns are also 
the largest urban towns in the Local 
Government Areas. The LGAs are, thus, 
made up of little rural towns and villages. 
Some of the rural towns in Aniocha North 
LGA include Obomkpa, Ugbodu, Ukwu-
Nzu, Ogodo; and Oko Amako, Oko Anala, 
Oko Gbele which are riverine towns along 
the bank of the River Niger in Oshimili 
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South LGA.  Many of these towns and 
villages, like others in Nigeria, lack basic 
amenities like hospitals or health centres, 
pipe-borne water, borehole water, or good 
roads. The women there are, therefore, 
predominately illiterate farmers or petty 
traders.  
      In the domestic front, they contribute 
immensely to the family upkeep and assist 
their husbands in farming or whatever 
other businesses the men are involved in. 
The rural women are not idle, because 
idlers are really derided in the rural areas. 
Apart from the strive to irk out a living, the 
rural  women in Delta State are also 
saddled with matrimonial responsibilities, 
for example, child rearing, caring for aged 
parents-in-law and their own parents. If by 
chance her husband is polygamous or she 
is a widow, then the responsibility of 
raising her children rests solely on her.  
 

Apart from all these, the rural 
woman is totally dominated by her 
husband and occasionally assaulted in 
cases of domestic. Due to traditional 
practices, she is not permitted to complain 
if her spouse decides to sleep with other 
women who are his concubines and they 
could be as many as he desires. If she 
complains, she will be branded by the 
other town folks as one who does not want 
her husband outside her wrappers, that is, 
after receiving physical assaults by her 
husband.  Afolabi (2012) opined that the 
instance of domestic violence is at a 
significant level in the rural areas. These 
quarrels and fights are mostly related to 
issues of the male’s marital unfaithfulness 
or his outright refusal to take up his 

responsibilities as a father, husband and 
head of the family.  
     In the rural areas women, sometimes, 
form associations and meeting groups. 
They are, thus exposed to leadership roles 
and the  practice of the rules of group 
dynamics.  Although the circumstances of 
the rural women as described above depict 
a recipe for poverty, disease, much hard 
work and high mortality rates due to 
ignorance, but there is much to be learnt 
from the rural women. Firstly, is the fact 
that the the rural women have the capacity 
and strength for hard work which, in a 
way, contributes to the development of her 
home and community. Moreover, the rural 
woman is resilient in enduring hardship 
and also has the determination to succeed.   

 
These potentials can be harnessed 

and further sharpened through appropriate 
education and skills acquisition for higher 
productivity, higher economic 
empowerment, national development and 
her total emancipation.  
 
The Challenges of Rural Women’s 
Education 

 The challenges of rural women’s 
education include cultural values and 
ethnic attitudes to women’s education; 
religious beliefs, early marriage and socio 
economic factors. The Nigerian society is 
patriarchal by nature, cherishes humility in 
a woman and also believes that the place of 
the woman is in the kitchen. The Nigerian 
girl-child, especially in the rural  areas are, 
thus prepared in traditional settings, right 
from earliest childhood to assume her 
future role as a housewife and mother, and 
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not necessarily, to play a major role in 
leadership.  

The Nigerian National Policy on 
Education (2004) does not give preference 
to any gender in any educational 
programme in schools, yet some school 
programmes have been designated for men 
only because of the predominance of the 
male gender in the enrolment figures of 
such courses.  The sciences, 
technologically-based courses and more 
intellectual types of jobs, for instance, are 
believed to be for the men only (Yerokun 
2002). It is also believed that a woman will 
eventually become a member of another 
man’s family when she becomes married.  
Little is, therefore, done to secure her 
future in her paternal family because she 
has no place there after marriage. 
Preference is, thus, given to the education 
of her male siblings through formal and 
informal means, that is, when the financial 
resources are available. 

 
Poverty is another serious challenge 

to the education of women in developing 
countries including Nigeria. A family that 
is already leaving in poverty, also due to 
illiteracy, will be unable to send their girl-
child to school. The female members of 
such families are rather used, at an early 
age, to do menial jobs in order to fend for 
their parents and brothers. As time goes on 
and the girl-child grows up, she becomes 
used to playing servile roles in the family. 
Sometimes, she starts working at a young 
age as a street hawker, gets sexually 
abused and impregnated thereby reducing 
her chances of having a better adult life.  

 Another culture-related challenge 
to female education is early marriage.  In 
developing countries like Kenya, Egypt 
and rural Nigeria, young girls are 
sometimes given out in marriage at the 
tender age of thirteen years - a time when 
they should actually be at the basic 
education level. The young girls are 
sometimes given out to much older men 
who are already married and are old 
enough to be their fathers. Sometimes, too, 
these men that take the young girls as 
wives, lack visible means of livelihood. 
These cultural attitudes and early 
marriages promote poverty and endanger 
the lives of the young girls. It perpetuates 
diseases like vasico vaginal fistula (VVF). 
Infact, in rural Kenya, NGOs are formed 
and permitted by the government, to 
disrupt such culturally-imposed early 
marriages and place the girls in schools.  
The Kenyan government, through these 
NGOs, has follow-up mechanisms to fend 
for the educational needs of these liberated 
girls (Nyassy 2006). Some of the girls 
actually eventually graduate as lawyers or 
other economically viable members of the 
society who are living above the poverty 
line and contributing to national 
development. 

 Furthermore, certain religious 
practices inhibit women from becoming 
active members of the society for fear that 
they will become corrupt. In some core 
Islamic states like Saudi Arabia and 
Northern Nigeria, for example, the life of 
the women folk is very well guarded 
through the purda system.  This is a 
system of religious attitude which compels 
the womenfolk to be fully covered from 
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head to toes by their clothings. The life of 
the girl-child is, therefore, guarded and 
guided in such societies, right from birth 
until she is given out in early marriage.  
Most times these women are forever 
hindered from making any impact at all in 
their society and have to depend solely on 
the male bread winner to provide her every 
need.  If the male becomes incapacitated 
by death or other form of natural or 
accidental mishap, then abject poverty 
becomes the cloak and chief companion of 
such women.       
 

Previous PovertyAlleviation/Eradication 
Schemes  
 Poverty as defined by Lipton and 
Ravallion (1995) in Afolabi (2012) is said 
to exist in a society when one or more 
persons in the society fall short of a level 
of economic welfare deemed to constitute 
a reasonable minimum either in some 
absolute sense or by the standard of that 
specific society. Poverty alleviation is the 
effort put in place to ameliorate the pain of 
poverty. The methods of poverty 
alleviation include: provision of clothing 
and shelter, empowerment through 
education, provision of good roads, basic 
health care centres, provision of better 
nutrition through higher income among 
others. Poverty eradication means 
completely wiping out lack of these basic 
structures. This is only possible when these 
social amenities are provided by the 
government for the people and when the 
people are gainfully employed and are able 
to provide the basic necessities of life for 
themselves. Studies show that the 
incidence of poverty in Nigeria is as high 

as 70% of the total population (Garba 
2010).  Poverty pandemic in the nation is 
fuelled by rising rates of unemployment, 
high levels of illiteracy, (despite the UBE 
scheme); corruption, uncaring attitude and 
lack of political will by the nation’s 
leaders. However, no responsible 
government would sit with arms akimbo 
and watch its citizens languish in abject 
poverty, and wallow in the pain and 
reproach of lack in the basic necessities of 
life.  Successive governments in Nigeria, 
therefore, have made numerous attempts at 
poverty alleviation through poverty 
alleviation programmes, for example, 
Better Life for Rural Women, Family 
Economic Advancement Programme and 
many others. These programmes had a 
measure of success but all lacked 
continuity because each successive 
government strove to outdo the other by 
the amount of public funds each pumped 
into their pet projects. Such projects thus 
became a source of drain of public funds 
and enriching the already rich while the 
poor rural dwellers remained in their 
ignorance and poverty.  The programmes 
failed to achieve the ultimate goal of 
eradicating poverty among the rural 
women. Education, therefore, remains is a 
more powerful weapon against poverty 
especially for the womenfolk.   
 

How Education for Rural Women can 
be Used as a Weapon for Poverty 
Eradication 
      Education is a tool for broadening 
the manpower of any country. It is 
however, appalling that up to 58.7% of 
women in Nigeria are illiterate, (Alele-
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William (2000) in Afolabi (2012). 
Majority of these women are in the rural 
areas hence there is prevalence of poverty 
in the rural areas. Education, therefore, is 
needed in the rural areas to lift the 
women’s mind above petty life styles.  
Education is the bed rock of any 
meaningful national development because 
it liberates the mind from superstition and 
other repressive and retrogressive 
mindsets. It is a powerful tool for poverty 
alleviation and its eventual total 
eradication.  A close examination of the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) 
would reveal that some of the goals like 
goals 1, 3, 4 and 5, namely, eradication of 
extreme poverty; and hunger; reduction of 
child mortality; improve  maternal health; 
combat HIV/AIDS, malaria and other 
diseases;  can be achieved only through 
education. Extreme poverty and hunger 
will be eradicated when the rural woman 
has knowledge of better ways in which she 
can improve on what she is already doing. 
Knowledge of better yielding seeds or new 
ways of preservation of harvested crops, 
for example, will boost her agricultural 
output and reduce the strain of manual 
labour and vain expectation which low 
agricultural yields bring on the illiterate 
rural women farmers.  
 

Okoro (2002) advocated for the 
kind of training of rural women which will 
result in the greater competence in the 
skills of a task.  The components of 
women empowerment, according to the 
United Nations Population International 
Network (POPIN), are: women’s sense of 
self-worth; their right to have and to 

determine choices; their right to have 
access to opportunities and resources;  
their right to have power to control their 
own lives both within and outside the 
home; and their ability to influence the 
direction of social changes to create a more 
just social and economic order, nationally 
and internationally. It is only through 
targeted education and sensitization that 
the women, especially those in the rural 
areas, can be knowledgeable about these 
rights. Studies reveal that rural women in 
Nigeria do not know basic things like their 
political rights and so they are defrauded 
by corrupt politicians of their independent 
voting rights in exchange for little gifts 
like sachets of salt. Avwata and Adiotomre 
(2002) revealed that rural women know 
very little about politics, are illiterate and 
are led in electoral matters and  who they 
should cast their votes for, and so they gain 
nothing from their political candidates.  
Education in this area will bring much 
enlightenment and emancipation for the 
rural women, help them to develop their 
community and demand their fair share of 
the dividends of democracy.  
 

Conclusion 
The power of education as a tool for 

development cannot be underestimated. 
There is an axiom that encourages people 
to teach a needy person how to fish instead 
of giving him fish at all times. Appropriate 
education, not only gives fish but teaches 
its recipients how to fish. The possibility of 
Nigeria realizing the vision 20:2020 of 
becoming among the world’s greatest 
economies will become more remote if the 
nation fails to harness the hidden potentials 
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of its teeming female population in the 
rural areas. Nigerian Women, past and 
present, have shown unusual abilities in 
different areas of their vocation. There 
were liberationists like Late Mrs.  

 

Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti, Mrs. 
Margret Ekpo,  Mrs. Maryam Babaginda 
of blessed memory; Professor Dora 
Akunyeli, Professor Alele-Williams and a 
host of other women who have excelled in 
their different offices. Nigeria has now 
produced the first woman Airforce pilot 
and female long-distance trailer driver 
from Northern Nigeria. It is pertinent to 
state that it is the education of women that 
is the master key for achieving the MDGs 
one, three, four and five. The resilience of 
the average Nigerian woman is an asset 
that should be tapped into and birthed 
through appropriate life long, self 
sustaining education for self reliance, 
poverty eradication and development.  

 

There are many more women in the 
rural areas whose talents are hidden by 
illiteracy and poverty. Women education, 
therefore, should be pursued by all tiers of 
government in Nigeria, because that is the 
only true way of poverty eradication and 
national development. 

 
Recommendations  
 The following recommendations 
are made for effective education of rural 
women for poverty eradication: 
1. Governments and non-governmental 

organizations should initiate periodic 
educational programmes that target the 
rural women with the sole aim of 
teaching them new ways of carrying 

out their trades and also imparting new 
skills into them. 
 

2. Women should be encouraged to form 
cooperative societies so that they can 
pool their financial resources and 
innate skills together to produce 
saleable items. This is already being 
done in Ubulu Uku in Aniocha Local 
Government Area of Delta State where 
all Aniocha traditional cloth called 
“akwa ocha” or “ogbei apani” in the 
native parlance are being hand-woven. 
Ubulu Uku is the only authentic source 
of the Aniocha hand-woven 
ceremonial white cloth.  
 

3. Those who are already established in 
trades in the locality should be given 
financial incentives and young women 
should be assigned to them on 
apprenticeship basis. The training of 
these young women, their progress, 
graduation and eventual establishment 
in their vocation should be closely 
monitored by designated groups. This 
apprenticeship scheme should continue 
in cyclical form, that is, those who 
have been trained will train others. 
 

4. There should be efforts, in formal 
educational settings in the locality, to 
acquaint the women with modern 
trends in science and technology. 
 

5. Some of the gains of the democracy 
should be ploughed back into the rural 
areas, for instance, roads, electricity, 
hospitals and other social amenities. 
These are marks of modernization 
which are necessary to bring the rural 

Women Education a Potent Strategy….. 



 

8

people’s minds to the reality of the 
present new age.  

Adult literacy programmes should 
be organized for the rural women. If they 
are educated, they will strive to send their 
girl-child to school instead of forcing her 
into early marriage and perpetuating the 
circle of poverty. 
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