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Introduction 

The twentieth century marked an explosion of interest in gender issues 

due to the increased understanding of the important role women play in the 

development of any society. The United Nations decade for women from 1975-

1985 contributed a great deal to arousing global efforts to emancipate women 

from patriarchal practices of male dominance, bias and discrimination. These 

efforts are on-going and have been particularly geared towards attaining the UN 

millennium development goal of gender equality and women empowerment in 

2015. 

 In Nigeria efforts at women emancipation include dramatic works since 

drama has been recognised as a powerful instrument of social change. It is an 

art form that can contribute to efforts to integrate women into the development 

process. Some Nigerian playwrights (mostly females) therefore focus on various 

issues that have contributed to the oppression of the Nigerian women and way 

these can be overcome. Examples of such playwrights include Tess Onwueme, 

Julie Okoh, Stella Oyedpo, Irene Salami and Tracie Utoh-Ezeajugh. The play 

chosen for analysis in this study is Olamma by Tracie Utoh-Ezeajugh and it 

highlights the crucial role the education of the female child can play in the 

emancipation of women. 

 
 

 



 

OLAMMA: Synopsis  

The play which is set during British colonial rule in Nigeria focuses on a 

woman and daughter who was to be given out as a slave by her clan to take the 

place of a woman that had mistakenly been killed by her uncle. 

Fortunately, she devices a plan that enables her to escape. She is accepted 

to be trained as a nurse by a white female doctor who also accommodates her. 

Later, she utilizes the knowledge she gains to help her village in several ways. 

These include helping to abolish harmful cultural practices particularly those 

against women and bringing in the colonial administrators to fight and defeat 

the greatest enemy of the village-the ugwonzu who had wanted to unjustly 

attack the villagers. She is also fortunate enough to be sent to Britain to receive 

formal trainings as a nurse. She proceeds further to get trained as a doctor. On 

her return to the village, she brings about several development projects such as a 

school, maternity home and a church. She is also bold enough to marry from the 

enemy village-village-ugwonzu. This brings peace to the two villages.  

 
Thematic pre-occupation of the play 

In Olamma, there are several practices that are oppressive of women. 

These include women being given out to other clans as wife/slave to replace 

women mistakenly killed by their relatives. This is done without their consent. 

Another negative cultural practice focused on in the play is the maltreatment of 



widows. Olamma’s mother as a widow is depicted to be helpless in a highly 

patriarchal society. The husband’s brother Odidika exploits her situation several 

times.  When a demand is made for a female to replace the one he had 

mistakenly killed, he lies to Olamma’s mother that the elders chose Olamma for 

the exchange. He also chooses another widow’s son to meet the demand for a 

boy that was also needed.  

Agboma also reveals later that Odidika had engineered the elders to force 

her to drink the water used to wash the husband’s corpse on the accusation that 

she killed her husband. He also kidnapped her son and sold him off into slavery 

but fortunately he escapes and comes back to his family. 

Maltreatment of widows is one of the most grievous harmful practices 

against women in Nigeria. Some widows are made to go through dehumanizing 

conditions leading to health hazards, economic losses and freedom of choices 

and movement.  

The play also focuses on the tradition where by women are not allowed to 

inherit properties such as land. In many Nigeria cultures, women cannot inherit 

from their parents or husbands. Also under customary law and traditional 

practices, women cannot own land or landed property. Every property acquired 

by the woman through her sweat belongs to the husband. There is no concept of 

co-ownership of property by couples, the presumption being that all substantial 

property including land and house belong to the husband. Women are expected 

to be inherited themselves when their husbands die. Even at such times, they 



cannot still inherit the property as a man’s heir is usually his next male relation 

either brother, son, uncle and even cousin. At times the man may name his first 

son as his heir but if he is under aged, one of his relations usually takes over the 

properties on his behalf until he is of age. Most times, such properties are 

misused before the boy grows up.    

In the play, Odidika tries to force the practice by kidnapping and selling 

off Olamma’s only brother into slavery when he escapes, he tries a second time. 

This is to render Olamma’s family without a male child who can inherit the 

father’s land. He would then take over the lands as neither Olamma nor the 

mother is entitled by tradition to inherit a piece of land. Odidka also secretly 

attempts to sell off the land with the house on it. But the plan is thwarted by 

Olamma’s mother who raises an alarm bringing the villagers to her rescue. 

Fortunately, the heroine Olamma receives education as a health worker 

and later as a nurse in a British hospital. This helps her to be greatly empowered 

and to empower other women as well as bringing a lot of development to her 

society. On her return from Britain she brings about several projects to her 

community. These include starting a school for the training of nurses, getting 

help from the government to build a maternity home, court and school as well 

as organizing the community to build a church. With these her people are able 

to get employment as nurses, clerks and teachers. This leads to her village 

becoming the center of government. 



Another major concern of Olamma is helping other women to overcome 

their plight in the society. She helps them get empowered for example by 

enabling them to get employment in the maternity ward and also teaching them 

to accept that they are equal to men. She tells her mother: 

Olamma: Mama, I am a woman in a woman’s body. It may sound 
strange to you or even incomprehensible if I try to explain 
that men and women are created equal women are capable of 
doing outstanding things if only society will give them that 
opportunity. And the way to do this is to remove many 
restrictions that hinder women from exhibiting their full 
potentials. Most of our customs and traditions are tailored 
towards the intimidation and suppression of women and he 
sooner somebody stands up to these men, the better. 
(Ezeajugh 91)  

    
With the above understanding, Olamma boldly helps a woman to save her twin 

children from being killed. It was regarded as an abomination in the land to 

have twin children. She also speaks boldly to the elders to stop the harmful 

practices against women. She declares to the elders “I am very happy that the 

wind of change which influence has brought to Umungwu has blown away 

many of harmful customs and traditions” (Ezeajugh 108). 

Olamma also courageously agrees to marry a man from a village which 

had been at war with her village. This is to break a taboo that had been against 

marriage from the two villages marrying of people from the two villages. The 

suitor who is a medical doctor also plans to build a big hospital (the first of its 

kind in the community) The marriage brings peace and development to the 

village. 



The elders of the land greatly appreciate the development Olamma brings 

to their community that they poor various encomiums on her. For instance an 

elder states: 

Dora Nwigbo …our elders say that if a man wastes his hands well, he will 
eat with kings Olamma you have washing your hands well 
you are more than a man. (Ibid 105) 

 
She is also honoured with a traditional title. This shows that Olamma is so 

emancipated that she is treated as being equal to a man.   

 

Lessons from the Play on Education and Female Emancipation 

The play agrees with various opinions about the benefit of education for 

the female and consequently for the society for example UN Report states:  

Education empowers women by improving their living standard It is the 
starting point for women’s advancement in different fields of human 
endeavour. It is the basic tool that should be given to women to fulfill 
their role as full members of the society. (Nairobi Forward Looking 
Strategies, 1985) 
 

Another report by UNESCO (1998) states that benefits of investment in female 

education include lower fertility rates, improved children and women’s health, 

greater life expectancy for women and men and higher schooling attainment by 

new generations. 

The analysis of the above play shows clearly that though the Nigeria 

woman has been oppressed in various ways, the education of the female child is 

a critical variable in the realization of women’s emancipation. The heroine of 

the play as an educated woman achieves so much for herself, other women and 



her community that she is comparable to none in her village. She also mobilizes 

the villagers to put an end to negative social cultural practices against women. 

Such practices have been the major reason for the oppression of women in the 

Nigerian society.     

It has also been observed that a positive correlation exists between the 

enrollment of girls in primary school and the gross national product and 

increase of life expectancy. Because of this correlation enrollment in schools 

represents the largest component of the investment in human capital in any 

society and that rapid socio-economic development of a nation depend on the 

caliber of women and their education in that country. Education bestows on 

woman a disposition for a lifelong acquisition of knowledge, values attitudes, 

competence and skills (Shutz, 2002 Nussbaum 2003, Aliu 2001). 

The above observation shows that education is the most powerful weapon 

for achieving female emancipation. Education enables women to be self 

actualizing, contribute to improved level of living for their families and the 

general progress of their societies. The view of Robert Limlim (UNICEF, 2008) 

is that educating girls produces mothers who are educated and who will in turn 

educate their children, care for their families and provide with adequate 

nutrition. Therefore educating girls translates to better health for the children, 

reduction in child morbidity and mortality, thus triggering off a show ball effect 

of achieving all the other MDGs in a sustainable manner. It is therefore 

important that priority should continue to be given by all stakeholders to the 



education of the female child. This is especially important in the global focus to 

attain female empowerment and gender equality in 2015. The play analysed in 

this study brings to the fore benefits for the society of female education. 

However, it is obvious that with 2015 nearby it will be difficult to achieve 

the UN development goal of gender equality and female empowerment in 

Nigeria. It is therefore necessary that the education of the female child should 

be an issue for consideration in the post 2015 development goal for Nigeria. 

 
Preview of Women Education in Nigeria 

 History has shown that education is one of the areas women have been 

discriminated against in Nigeria. Sanni (2001) reports that by 1965, 37.7% of 

pupils in primary schools were girls while only 9% of under-graduates were 

female students. Female enrollment in Nigerian Universities rose to 25.5% by 

1974 but they were mainly enrolled in such courses as teacher education and the 

social sciences. Generally in Africa in the 1960s there was great gender 

disparity in education to the disadvantage of the females. However, in Nigeria 

the implementation of the free and compulsory universal primary education in 

the 1970s led to the increase in the number of females being educated though 

considerably more boys than girls still got educated. (Wikipedia, the Free 

Encyclopedia) In the 1990s Nigeria’s government’s purposeful plans of action 

increased females presence in schools. However at the non-African conference 

that took place in Ougadougou, Burkina Faso in 1993, it was reported that 



Nigeria was still behind other regions of the world in female access to education 

(UNESCO Report) and it was emphasised that there was need to identify and 

eliminate all policies that hindered girls full participation in education (Obasi, 

161-177). By 2002, the combined gross enrollment for primary, secondary and 

tertiary schools for females was 57% compared to 71% for males (Ojo 126-127)  

The table below gives a preview of the gender disparity in education 

primary and secondary school in Nigeria in the 1990s and 2000s 

Gender Inequality in Education 

Table 1 National Summary of Primary School Statistics (1996-2005) 

Year Total 
Enrolment 

Male 
Enrolment 

% Female 
Enrolment 

% Remarks 

1996 15,496,074 8,935,865 57.66 6,560,209 42.33 More Male 
1997 17,397,553 9,837,394 56.54 7,560,159 43.45 More Male 
1998 16,045,567 9,232,885 57.54 6,812,682 42.45 More Male 
1999 17,907,010 10,058,434 56.17 7,848,576 43.82 More Male 
2000 19,158,439 10,745,128 56.08 8,413,311 43.91 More Male 
2001 19,263,534 10,805,722 56.09 8,457,812 43.90 More Male 
2002 19,861.682 11,070,610 55.73 8,791,072 44.26 More Male 
2003 25,772,044 14,433,764 56.00 11,338,280 43.99 More Male 
2004 20,037.480 11,141,614 55.60 8,895,866 44.39 More Male 
2005 20,951,818 11,712,479 55.90 9,239,339 44.09 More Male 
Tota
l 

191,891,201 107,973,895 56.26 83,917,306 43.73 More Male 

Sources: Universal Basic Education Commission, Abuja 

National Bureau of Statistics (Social Statistics in Nigeria (2005)) 

 

 

 



Table2 National Summary of Secondary School Statistics (1999-2005)  

Year Total 
Enrolment 

Male 
Enrolment 

% Female 
Enrolment 

% Remarks 

1996 4,201,333 2,229,529 54.63 1,971,804 46.93 More Male 
1997 3,921,664 2,083,002 53.11 1,838,662 46.88 More Male 
1998 4,003,915 2,235,392 55.83 1,768,523 44.16 More Male 
1999 3,844,585 2,406,608 53.23 1,797,977 46.76 More Male 
2000 4,104,345 2,262,130 55.11 1,842, 215 44.88 More Male 
2001 5,533,384 3,246,566 58.67 2,286,818 41.32 More Male 
2002 6,296,174 3,717,864 59.04 2,578,310 40.95 More Male 
2003 7,171,304 4,063,775 56.66 3,107,829 43.33 More Male 
2004 5,388,734 3,077,911 57.11 2,310,823 42.88 More Male 
2005 5,422,611 3,076,832 56.79 2,342,779 43.20 More Male 
National Bureau of Statistics (Annual Abstract of Statistics 2006) 

The major reason for gender disparity in education in Nigeria is tradition 

and the patriarchal nature of the Nigeria society. A study by Uwake Charles et 

al (2008) attributes gender disparity to the patriarchal practice in Nigeria that 

gives girls no traditional rights to succession. Males are therefore viewed as 

superior to females and preference is given to their schooling. Related to this is 

gender stereotyping. Women are brought up to view marriage as their ultimate 

goal and ambition. Early female education in Nigeria was designed to prepare 

them primarily for their roles as mothers and housewives. Some parents are 

even reluctant to give their female children any form of education due to greater 

importance being attached to their house keeping roles. Economic factor also 

affects female education. Some parents believe that it is not gainful to spend 

money on female education as they will end up belonging to another family 



through marriage. Generally when parents are constrained by limited resources 

preference is given to the education of the male. 

Fortunately, efforts at female emancipation in the country have brought 

about a lot of focus on the education of the female child in Nigeria. For example 

the Nigerian governments have carried out various programs to improve the 

female education. Ojobo (2008:88) states that the blueprint on women education 

was launched and women education unit of Federal and State Ministries of 

Education were set in 1991 the national commission for mass literacy and non-

formal education was set up to overcome illiteracy in the country. NGOs have 

also been involved in female education. Examples include Christian and 

Muslim women organisations and officers wives associations of the Nigerian 

Armed Forces. Donor agencies such as UNICEF, UNESCO, UNDP and the 

British council have been contributing to promoting female education. Angya 

and Asen (199) (quotes UNICEF information sheet 2007) that the strategy for 

the acceleration of girl’s education in Nigeria was launched by UNICEF and the 

Federal Ministry of Education in July 2003. The Girls Education Project (GEP) 

is a joint initiative between the Federal Government of Nigeria, DFID and 

UNICEF. Its main goal is to achieve significant progress in Nigeria towards 

millennium development goal 3: to eliminate gender disparity in primary and 

secondary education preferably by 2005 and to all levels of education not later 

than 2015. 



However, despite all the above efforts the education of the girl child is 

still of great concern particularly in Northern Nigeria. UNICEF report of 2007 

states that as few as 20 percent of women in the North-West and North-East of 

the country were literate and had attended school. Another report published by 

Africa healthy human and social development information service (Afri-Dev-

Info) in partnership with African coalition on maternal Newborn and child 

health and pan African campaign against marriage of under age children (qtn by 

Ovuore 2013) links poor education attainment for girls, forced marriage of 

underage children and underage child bearing. The report states that eight states 

in Northern Nigeria have the country’s worst girl child education and health 

indices. The states are Kebbi, Sokoto, Bauchi, Jigawa, Yobe, Zamfara, Kastsina 

and Gombe. The report also reveals that the 10 states with the highest number 

of girls not in secondary school are in the North-West, North East and North 

central Geo-political zones of Nigeria. The five states from the North West are 

Kebbi, Sokoto, Jigawa, Zamfara and Katsina while those from the North East 

are Bauchi, Yobe, Borno and Gombe. The same 10 states along with Kano state, 

have the highest percentage of females aged between 15 and 24 years who 

cannot read or write. The states also have the highest number of women who 

gave birth before age 18. 

However, while the Northern states lead the problem is widespread such 

that Eboyi state in the South Eastern Nigeria was at number 12 for states with 

the highest percentage of girl children not in secondary school. Also for number 



of adolescent girls in marriage Bayelsa state in the South South came 13th 

scoring worse than some Northern state.  

Adamu (1973) identified a number of factors responsible for the plight of 

females in acquiring education. These include traditional antagonism towards 

Western education which is perceived as a tool offer evangelism by Christians 

factors associated with purdah (kulle) which keep women in seclusion at home 

with very minimal contact with non-family members, lukewarm support by the 

political leadership and marriage customs of Muslim society such as early 

marriage for girls. 

Another major area of concern about female education in Nigeria’s 

female enrollment in higher institutions of learning Morley (2005) states that 

there is gender disparity in university education in African countries.  Research 

by Angya and Asen (2011) shows that though the education of the female in 

primary and secondary school in the Southern part of the Nigeria is 

commendable such that in some state girls outnumber boys. Ejiofor (1999) 

states this to be the case in Anambra state to the extent that measures a being 

taken to improve male enrollment. In another study by Dimkpa (2008) out of 20 

primary schools in Port Harcourt (South South Nigeria) females were more in 

13 of the primary schools. The research by Angya and Asen (2011) carried at in 

five Nigerian Universities shows gender disparity in the enrollment of males 

and females in higher education in Nigeria as a whole. The institutions studied 

were the University of Agriculture, Benue State University both in Makurdi 



(North Central Nigeria) Federal University of Technology Owerri (South East 

Nigeria) Federal University of Abeokuta (South West Nigeria) and Cross Rivers 

State University of Science and Technology (South South Nigeria) the study not 

only reflects lower number of female students, but also a tendency for males to 

greatly outnumber females in the science and vocational subjects. This agrees 

with a study carried out by Adeyemi and Akpote (2004) which shows that in 

Nigeria Universities the highest proportion of female enrolment (42.13percent) 

came from faculties of education followed by faculties of arts 36.2 percent 

while the lowest percentage were in the engineering technology and 

environmental design. 

The following table gives an overview of gender disparity in Nigerian 

Universities 

Year Total Male % Female % 
1999-2000 316545 216349 68.4 100196 31.6 
2000-2001 358758 231633 64.6 127125 35.4 
2001-2002 444949 274131 61.6 170818 38.4 
2002-2003 606194 373778 61.6 232326 38.4 
2003-2004 720393 489276 67.9 231117 32.1 
2004-2005 724856 466159 64.3 258697 35.7 
2005-2006 762173 513491 67.4 248682 32.6 
2006-2007 780543 518243 66.4 262300 33.6 
2007-2008 789301 520762 66.0 268539 34.0 
2008-2009 801,367 522139 65.2 279228 34.8 
Source: National University Commission Data Bank, Abuja. 

Some reasons for low level of female education in Nigeria’s higher 

institutions include economic considerations. According to Angya and Asen 

(2011) the increasingly high cost of living in Nigeria has discouraged some 



parents from sending their female children to higher educational institution 

which they consider less necessary for females whose main role will be home 

keeping and child rearing. Also some members of the Nigerian society still hold 

on to the myth of excessive emancipation of the educated woman. Teenage 

pregnancy also contributes to the inability of some girls to acquire higher 

education. Early marriage for girls particularly in the North often leads to the 

withdrawal of girls already in post primary institution for marriage –at times as 

third or fourth wives (Adamu, 1973) 

The significance of higher education for individuals and specifically for 

females cannot be overemphasized. Tinuke Faportunda (2011; 392) states that 

higher education constitutes a very significant means of developing the human 

resources of any nation. Education often determines not only earning capacity, 

but also the very quality of human life. Tinuke quotes Davies (2001) that 

confidence self-reliance and adaptability are all hallmarks of advanced 

education. She also states that how much a nation progresses has a lot to do with 

the quality of human resources and educational attainment of its citizens. 

 
Conclusion 

This paper establishes that there is still gender disparity in education in 

education in Nigeria. However, progress is being made to bridge the gap. 

Despite this fact education of the female child in Northern Nigeria and female 

enrolment in higher institution of learning in Nigeria is still of great concern. In 



addition, the analysis of the play chosen for this study highlights the significant 

role the education of the female child plays in the development of the human 

society. This agrees with various researches cited in this study, these slow that 

education of the female child is the greatest weapon for realising the UN. 

Millennium development good of gender equality and female empowerment in 

2015 and post 2015 development goals for Nigeria. 

 
Recommendations 

 There should be sustained efforts by the Nigerian government to bridge 

the gender gap in education. Commendable efforts such as the initiation 

of a separate blueprint on women’s education which was adopted in 1987 

and the establishment of the women affairs ministry at federal and levels 

should be continued. In addition, donor agencies such as UNICEF, 

UNESCO UNDP and NGOs should continue their collaboration with the 

Nigerian government to improve female education. 

 The areas of great concern for female education in Nigeria that has been 

observed in the paper that is girl child education in Northern Nigeria and 

enrollment of females in higher education should be given much attention 

by the Nigerian government and other stakeholders of education of the 

Nigeria female. Along this line states such as Bauchi, Kaduna, Niger and 

Kano have enacted edicts to make free education for girls legal. There has 

also been a mandatory increase in the establishment of female secondary 



institutions by some northern state governments. It is needful to sustain 

these efforts. 

 Concerning female education in Nigerian higher institutions, it has been 

observed by Adeyemi and Akpotu (2004) that the National Policy on 

Education (NPE) does not have provisions for priority focus of female 

education in Nigeria universities. This has resulted in low production of 

female graduates that are needed in the productive and service sectors of 

the economy in Nigeria. There is a need for an educational policy by the 

Nigerian government that would focus on improving female education at 

tertiary institutions. Morley (2005) qtn in Omoike (2010) observed that 

there is reluctance especially in Nigeria and Tanzania to remedy the 

under –representation of women in higher education through quota 

programmes. Morley also reported that South Africa is tackling the 

problem through the development of Gender Empowerment Measure 

(GEM). This can be emulated by the Nigerian government.  

 There is need for continuous enlighten programmes bodies on the need to 

overcome socio-cultural practices in Nigeria that impede the education of 

the female child. Special targets should include stakeholders and 

gatekeepers of various societies such as traditional rulers heads of 

religious bodies. 

 Women activities are privileged and educated women in the Nigeria 

society should also contribute to the promotion of female education in 



Nigeria. Female organisations such as women in Nigeria (WIN), Nigeria 

Women Academics   (NAWACS) and National Council of Women 

Societies (NCWS) should join hands or continue (for some who are 

already doing this) to fashion out programmes that would aid in 

strengthening in female education in Nigeria. 

 Financial assistance aids female education, therefore introduction of 

special scholarships for female should be a matter of policy, both at 

federal and state levels. NGOs, women activists groups and donor 

agencies can help with this world Bank (1999) gives example as long ago 

as 1999 when a consortium of NGOs in several countries in Latin 

American and Asia successfully organised scholarship schemes for 

women. 
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