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PREFACE

One of the commemorative activities to mark ten years of the
-establishment of Michael Imoudu Institute for Labour
Studies, Ilorin existence was a national workshop on a topical
issue that is considered neglected in the theory and practice of
trade unionism in Nigeria. This identified theme was the
in-adequate participation of women in trade unionism in Nigeria.
The workshop drew together professionals, academics, officials
from both the private and public sectors, trade unions, women
organisations, non-governmental organisations and the media at
the Federal Secretariat, Jos on 19th and 20th April, 1994 to discuss

the ways and means of: :
(i)  creating awareness of the importance of trade unions to
women, and '

(i) encouraging greater women participation in the decision-
making processes and administration of trade unions.

The workshop was substantially sponsored by Friedrich
Ebert Fdundation, Lagos. Even the papers put together in this
published form would not have been possible without the
additional grants from Friedrich Ebert Foundation. Worthy of
mention in this regard is the co-operation and support received
from the former Resident Representative of the Foundation,
Peter Haussler, the current Resident Representative, Gerhard
Wendler and Dr Dokun Jagun, Project Co-ordinator. Also
important are the invaluable contributions of the
resource-persons and participants at the workshop where the
papers-turned-chapters were first presented, various sources of
materials for the papers presented, co-operation of various
employers and trade urdons, the inspiring role of the Chairman
of the erstwhile Interim Governing Coundil of the Michael Imoudu
Institute for Labour Studies, Professor Tayo Fashoyin, and the
professional touch of the publishers, NPS Educational Publishers.

0. Sokunbi ’
Director/Chief Executive
MIILS

Ilorin.
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INTRODUCTION

Since the declaration of the years 1976-85 as the United Nations
Decade for Women, considerable international attention has been
focused on women. Although at our municipal level the degree of
sophistication of that attention has been suspect due to political
manipulations. At the levels of trade unions, this attention has
been far more fitful. Indeed a cursory lock at trade unions seems
to suggest that the current level of women involvement in trade
unionism is neither commensurate with the proportion of workers
who are females nor does it possess the capability to ensure the
optimal utilisation of the potential contributions of women. This
situation is not peculiar to Nigeria and it is not just a new
phenomenon. Yet, it is plausible to advocate that greater women
involvement is desirable in trade unionism in Nigeria.

As mothers and wives, women do exert considerable
impacts on the productivity of male workers. As workers in
their own rights they can conveniently be likened to the
Biblical rejected stone which has become the cornerstone of the
house. By their sheer psychological, physiological and
“intellectual make up, they do perform more than mere
complementary roles in the production process. From their
current level of involvement, however, it is clear that their
importance in the administration or, indeed, the government
and politics of trade unions is being dwarfed. The need to
evaluate the situation in the trade union movement in Nigeria
with a view to redressing the imbalance between female and
their male counterparts cannot be discountenanced
indefinitely. This publication — the result of a national
workshop on the theme Women and Trade Unionism in
Nigeria jointly sponsored in April 1994 by Michael Imoudu
[nstitute for Labour Studies, llorin and Friedrich Ebert Foundation,
Lagos — is our contribution to meeting this need.

This book consists of eight chapters. Chapter one traces the
origin and development of wage labour in Nigeria and brings

ix
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unionism. For instance, since 1989 when the ILO initiated
workshop to encourage women participation in trade uii :
activities, participants have called for financial support for tﬁz

e wing of the NLC but to date, there is no single

women’s wing that is funded regularly by the NLC either
the state or national level. Although, the establishment of that
women wing pre-dates the 1989 seminar, it was after it thai
c;omrades like Stella Peters of Benue State, Hadjia Azumj

\/ Bebeji, Amina Abubakar of Kano State, Comrade Sanni of Oyo
State, to mention a few returned to their states to launch voca]
women'’s wings.

For us in the Nigerian Union of Journalists(NU]), we resolved
to form the National Association of Women Journalists NAWO]).
NAWO] was established to enhance our professional status
and also to encourage women in the trade union activities of
the NU]J. Unfortunately, the latter part of its objective has
failed. To date, only the National Union of Banks, Insurance and
Financial Institution Employees (NUBIFIE) has amended its
constitution to include a female representative at its National
Executive level. It is also in NUBIFIE that a female career trade
unionist has risen to the post of Acting General Secretary in the
person of Comrade Cecy Olajumoke. She was however, not
confirmed general secretary not for incompetence but for the
intra-union squabbles which rocked the union.

Interestingly, while appreciating the problems almost 2
decade ago, Mrs Olajumoke expressed the “hope that before
the year 2000 A.D., a woman will eventually be elected to the
office of the President of Nigeria Labour Congress”. The decision
of the 1991 Delegates Conference of Nigeria Labour Congress 1
Kano on the establishment of a Women's Affairs Department at
the secretariat is yet to be implemented. Mention sl}o_uld al?i
be made of Comrades like Amoke Palmer of the C_.'zvl! St’fvt;:‘e
Technical Workers Union, Mrs Rebecca Kariyere Qllseh Otf o
Shop and Distributive Trade Union and Glory Kllanl'(oni(}icant
Non-Academic Staff Union of Universities who played S1g
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roles in the life of the Lagos State Women's Wing. But
Academic Staff Union of Universities (ASUU) stands-cut ",:, r' by
union in which women have led not women’« wing of ’t'r::*w
trade unions but have been elected chairman Or %t-c"r(_~tart?~., ':;
their domestic units. Names like, Dr Bene Madi_mnga_; of
University of Calabar (UNICAL), Prof (Mrs) Sowumi of
University of Ibadan, Late Comrade Ingrid Essien-Obot of
UNICAL have played prominent roles as leaders of their
unions. Perhaps one can attribute this development to the
academic terrain of ASUU 1n which there is no room for glaring
discrimination on the basis of sex. Sadly, I have not come
across any record in which a woman has been National
President of any of the industrial unions approved by
Government in 1977. Not even unions like the Nigeria Union of
Teachers, National Association of Civil Service Typists,
Stenographers and Allied Staff that are women- dominated.
However, a labour ministry official, Mrs Agnes Okoronkwo
has defended women in trade unions against charges of
passivity. “My contention is that both branch and national
levels should nominate and elect women into important posts.
At the unions’ delegates conferences at which national officers
are elected, the practice is normally for the star posts to be
slated among the incumbent officers. Why can not the union
carve out some posts for women in the national executive? Are
women actually encouraged by their men folk to compete with
them? At the delegates conferences of the industrial unions you
can count on finger tips the number of women delegates. A

question I have always asked is where are women? Nobody
has been able to give a satisfactory answer”’.

Prospects

To contemplate a future for women in trade unionism, one has
to retrospect again into the history of women struggle in
Nigeria. Although searching through labour history, heroes

abound while heroines are still few, the basis of inspiration 1s
not lacking.
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Reflecting on the general lot of women in Nigeria, Pittin
(1985) positéd a collective approach “Nigerian women hjy, 2

history of organising ag.ainst their oppression, and more 3,4
more women are becoming aware of the extent and the depth
of their subordination. The personal' response to the myrjzq
manifestation of women’s oppression must be discarded
altogether, it has never been satisfactory. 'I:o work effectively,
we must work together.”” The way forward is for women uniop
activists to organise themselves into a forcethat male trade
unionists cannot ignore. For, as Mustapha (1985) observed, the
point must be made, however, that all personal and social
freedoms in history have had to be fought for. Past generations
have paid dearly for quite a number of rights which we take
for granted today. If the democratic and personal rights of our
women folk are to be advanced, and those few they now have
protected from erosion, then they must show a willingness and
sacrifice.” This general advice for women has a particular
application to the point at issue. The onus of improving female
participation in trade unionism is on women.

Let us now look at how bright the prospects for women in
the labour movement are with a few cases. For instance, The
Medical and Health Workers Union at the last delegates
conference of the NLC held in Abuja moved a motion for the
establishment of a women commission for working-class
women. The motion which was unanimously adopted
recommended that the National women commission “shall be
composed of all elected chairpersons of State women's
committee and selected national officers of affiliated unions
provided that all members of the national commission and
state committees are active and due paying members O
affiliated unions and represent their unions on such bodies”: It
also recommended that the NEC of Congress in consultation

with the national women's commission should €volv®
programmes Of activities for working women aimed at
addressing their problems. This prospect is on paper but the
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working-class women nee .
Congress to make the cm;d ‘to put collective
May-Day by all the state
since memos to the Co
positive response.,

her dutjes tb
O her. So, with

participation, the family life can pe improved through
participation in trade unionism. For instance, through trade
union pressure from women, it could be made compulsory for
employers to bear maternity expenses of women up to a
maximum of four children. Women can also through the
unions demand the formation of co-operative societies with
twenty or more women. This will help the women purchase
food items at cheaper rates and concentrate more at work. The
present system of taxation which makes the women pay more
than the men can also be abolished if women agitate fo; it
through the trade unions. There is also the prospect of urging
employers who fail to provide day-care centres to pay women
house-help allowance. This may sound absurd but it is
necessary to stabilise women at work. o =
A woman who is well organised can manage her family lf;t’,
trade union activity and her profession ir} sucl} a way thaltd bbs
will become a pride to her employers. W}th this, sf;e WO:: S
given the opportunity to make progress in her profession.
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truth is that most emplzyers appreciate active women
ths > complacent worker, -

hn}::\;g un}ionism in itself is politics. A woman wh, is
successful in her trade union activities can as well be successfy)
‘n politics either at the local, state or national leye]. For
instance, Hadjia Azumi Bebeji after the 1989 ILO/NLC confab
in Kano, became the chairperson NLC Women's Wing, after
which she became NUBIFIE's first woman representatiye.
When the Babangida regime lifted the ban on politics, she (with
the support of the NLC) became a governorship aspirant ip
Kano State under the Social Democratic Party. She later
decamped to the National Republican Convention which later
won the governorship seat. She was made Kano State

Commissioner for Health. So between 1989 when the

ILO/NLC held the workshop to mobilise women workers and

1991 when the governors were elected, she had registered her
foot prints in the politics of Kano State. We all can move to
greater heights through effective participation in trade union

Mmore

- Spouses and
!lfe. It does seem that women'’s participation could be
improved by Promoting gender solidarity among women. The
focus of such unity of Purpose would be to pay particular
attenhqn to matters that are Specifically relevant to women.
Here lies the €ssence of female presence in the labour
movement. Studies woy|q have to pe directed in this area. A
leaf could be borrowed from the American experience where a
study has shown that one of

the challenges of labour policies
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between now and the year 2000 is “reconciling the needs of
women, work and families”. Such should be the .
occupation of female members of trade unions.

In summary, the process of advancing trade union
organisation would be incomplete without a specific provision
for women interests deriving from their gender.

the pre-
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