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Abstract

Globally, women have long been at the forefront of political movements and
leadership initiatives due to both their numerical strength and their unique
dispositions toward community welfare. Despite this enduring involvement, they
continue to face multifaceted marginalization arising from entrenched religious,
cultural, biological, and cognitive stereotypes. Nigerian society, in particular, is
significantly shaped by cultural practices and patriarchal structures that have
historically resisted women’s liberation and empowerment. Women, who constitute
nearly half of the population, contribute indispensably as caregivers, economic
producers, community leaders, and political activists, yet they remain constrained by
systemic barriers that exclude them from governance. This study contends that a
feminist re-reading of the Bible—drawing from feminist hermeneutics, African
womanism, postcolonial feminism, and womanist theology —uncovers vital accounts
of women who exercised leadership, often against the grain of patriarchal restrictions.
Female biblical figures such as Deborah, Esther, Priscilla, and the daughters of
Zelophehad serve as compelling exemplars who transcended cultural boundaries to
influence governance and society. However, their significance has often been
diminished or obscured due to androcentric interpretations of scripture. Adopting a
historical-descriptive methodology, supported by textual and contextual analysis, this
paper investigates cultural impediments to Nigerian women’s political engagement—
such as early girl-child marriage, denial of inheritance, lack of education, and limited
economic resources —while highlighting biblical precedents of female leadership. The
study ultimately proposes practical recommendations, including curriculum reform to
integrate feminist theology, policy frameworks that promote gender equity, and
empowerment initiatives that equip women for governance. By drawing parallels
between biblical heroines and contemporary Nigerian women, the paper advances the
argument that overcoming cultural barriers is both possible and essential for inclusive
national development.
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Introduction

The contributions of women to societal development are both indispensable and
multifaceted. Across history, women have functioned not merely as caregivers within
domestic spaces but also as cultural producers, community organizers, and political
actors. In Nigeria, where women constitute almost half of the national population,
their responsibilities extend beyond the private realm into critical socio-economic and
political domains (Afolabi, 2023). Yet despite this numerical and functional
significance, women continue to encounter formidable barriers to full political
participation. They are often perceived as “second-class citizens,” a label rooted less in
inherent incapacity than in patriarchal traditions that reinforce male dominance (Ekpe,
Alobo, & Egbe, 2014). These structural exclusions are maintained through socio-
cultural and religious norms that define women as “weaker vessels,” thereby
restricting their mobility and political agency (Nnaji, 2009). Such perceptions,
embedded in generational cultural practices, perpetuate the myth of women’s
dependency on men while dismissing the evidence of their leadership capacities.

This marginalization is neither accidental nor benign but rather the cumulative effect
of entrenched patriarchal hegemony. Nwachukwu (2012) observes that across diverse
cultures, women have historically been relegated to inferior positions within political,
social, and religious structures. In Nigeria, women have been denied equal access to
education, inheritance, and political rights, with colonial and postcolonial policies
turther intensifying these inequalities (Agbalajobi, 2013). For example, the 1922
Clifford Constitution disenfranchised Nigerian women while granting voting rights to
wealthy men, thereby codifying gender exclusion into law. These systemic inequities
have continued into the modern democratic era, where women’s representation in
governance remains disproportionately low compared to their male counterparts (Orji,
Orji, & Agbanyim, 2018). Such realities underline the urgency of examining how
biblical female figures—who themselves overcame cultural and patriarchal
limitations—can serve as empowering role models for Nigerian women navigating
contemporary political landscapes.

From an African feminist perspective, the struggle for gender parity in politics cannot
be divorced from broader questions of cultural identity and social transformation.
Scholars like Oduyoye (1995) and Phiri (2004) argue that African women’s liberation
must be framed within the dual realities of patriarchy and postcolonialism, which
together have produced what Tyagi (2014) terms a “double colonization.” In this sense,
Nigerian women’s marginalization is simultaneously cultural, political, and religious,
demanding interpretive frameworks that challenge all three spheres. By retrieving and
reinterpreting biblical accounts of female leadership through feminist hermeneutics,
scholars can disrupt long-standing androcentric readings that have justified exclusion
while illuminating alternative models of empowerment. This approach allows
scripture to become a resource for emancipation rather than an instrument of
suppression (Dube, 2000).

It is also essential to recognize that the exclusion of women from governance has
tangible consequences for national development. UNESCO (1980) famously declared
that African women form an indispensable part of human resources for development,
stressing that without their contributions, economies cannot be sustained. This
observation remains relevant today, as Nigeria continues to grapple with economic
instability, governance crises, and social inequality —challenges that could be
mitigated through inclusive leadership. When women are excluded from decision-
making processes, policies often fail to address the lived realities of half the
population, resulting in developmental stagnation (Ezekwesili, 2005). In contrast,



Mary I. Egwuanikwu 399

societies that integrate women into governance tend to experience greater
transparency, accountability, and responsiveness to social needs (World Bank, 2002).
Thus, the emancipation of Nigerian women is not only a matter of justice but also a
pragmatic strategy for national progress.

Against this backdrop, this study situates its analysis at the intersection of theology,
gender studies, and political science. By applying African feminist and postcolonial
theories to biblical texts, it highlights the leadership of women who, despite
patriarchal resistance, emerged as judges, prophets, queens, and apostles. Figures such
as Deborah, Esther, Priscilla, and the daughters of Zelophehad demonstrate that
women have historically exercised authority in both spiritual and political domains.
Their narratives offer powerful counterpoints to cultural barriers that persist in
Nigeria today. Furthermore, by examining the cultural impediments—such as
patriarchal dominance, denial of inheritance, girl-child marriage, and lack of formal
education—that continue to constrain Nigerian women, the paper underscores the
need for systemic reforms. Ultimately, it argues for a reimagined political culture in
which women, inspired by biblical precedents, are recognized as vital contributors to
governance and national development.

The Concept of Political Governance

Political governance, in its broadest sense, refers to the systems, institutions, and
processes through which power is exercised in the management of a nation’s political,
economic, and social affairs. Kaufmann, Kraay, and Mastruzzi (2005) define
governance as the traditions and institutions by which authority in a country is
exercised, encompassing the selection and monitoring of governments, the capacity to
implement sound policies, and the respect of citizens and the state for institutions. In
essence, political governance underscores how authority is legitimized, distributed,
and regulated within a society. Leftwich (1993) adds that governance entails the
interactions between formal institutions such as legislatures and judiciaries and
informal institutions like cultural norms, social hierarchies, and religious beliefs.
Effective governance therefore requires not only functional state structures but also
inclusive participation that accommodates the voices of marginalized groups,
including women. The absence of such inclusivity risks producing governance
systems that are neither representative nor sustainable.

Good governance is often assessed in relation to indicators such as transparency,
accountability, inclusivity, responsiveness, and adherence to the rule of law. Hyden,
Court, and Mease (2004) argue that governance quality can be measured by the degree
to which political institutions are able to represent diverse interests, maintain
legitimacy, and respond effectively to societal needs. In contexts like Nigeria, these
indicators remain contested due to historical legacies of colonialism, military rule, and
weak institutional frameworks. The World Bank (2002) underscores that inclusive
governance is essential for economic growth, political stability, and social equity,
pointing out that societies which neglect inclusivity tend to face recurring crises of
legitimacy. Within this framework, women’s participation is not merely a matter of
social justice but a determinant of governance quality, as their exclusion undermines
accountability and democratic representation.

Comparatively, African nations provide a spectrum of governance experiences that
illustrate both progress and setbacks in gender inclusion. For instance, Rwanda is
often celebrated as a model of women’s political representation, with women
occupying over 60% of seats in parliament, a development linked to constitutional
reforms after the 1994 genocide (Burnet, 2011). South Africa similarly demonstrates a
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growing recognition of women’s roles in governance, partly influenced by its
liberation struggles and post-apartheid reforms (Geisler, 2004). Nigeria, however, lags
behind in this regard, with women occupying fewer than 7% of seats in the National
Assembly as of the 2019 elections (Inter-Parliamentary Union, 2020). This comparative
imbalance reflects the deep entrenchment of patriarchal cultural values, weak
institutional commitment to gender quotas, and economic barriers that prevent
women from effectively contesting elections. Thus, conceptualizing political
governance in Nigeria requires attention to how both structural and cultural
impediments have combined to produce systemic exclusion.

Equally important is the recognition that governance extends beyond the formal state
apparatus to include civil society, religious institutions, and traditional authorities, all
of which play significant roles in shaping political life in Nigeria. Traditional rulers,
for example, wield considerable influence over community decision-making, often
reinforcing patriarchal values that marginalize women. Religious institutions, while
offering moral guidance, have sometimes entrenched gender hierarchies by
interpreting scriptures in ways that prioritize male leadership (Obijole, 2013). These
informal institutions, though outside the official state system, remain deeply
intertwined with governance, making them critical arenas for reform. For Nigerian
women, engaging with these structures is essential, since any transformation of
governance that excludes traditional and religious authority will remain incomplete.

In sum, political governance in Nigeria cannot be understood solely in institutional
terms but must also account for cultural and historical dynamics that shape political
participation. The ongoing marginalization of women represents both a governance
deficit and a missed developmental opportunity. By failing to integrate women into
leadership structures, Nigeria weakens its democratic legitimacy and compromises its
developmental goals. Conversely, a governance framework that embraces women’s
full participation aligns with global commitments such as the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality) and fosters a more equitable
distribution of power. The challenge, therefore, lies not only in reforming institutions
but also in reimagining governance as a process that dismantles patriarchal exclusions
and creates space for women as co-architects of Nigeria's democratic future.

Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored in feminist theories, particularly liberal feminism, African
womanism, and postcolonial feminism, which together provide a robust analytical
lens for interrogating women’s exclusion from governance. Liberal feminism
emphasizes equality of opportunity, advocating that women should have the same
access to education, employment, and political participation as men without
discrimination (Tong, 2014). It foregrounds legal and institutional reforms that
dismantle discriminatory barriers, thereby enabling women to thrive in public life. In
the Nigerian context, liberal feminism critiques systemic practices—such as
exclusionary inheritance laws and discriminatory educational access—that have
historically curtailed women’s agency. By pressing for reforms in electoral laws,
quotas, and education policies, liberal feminism offers a pathway toward gender
inclusivity in governance. However, critics argue that liberal feminism, with its
Western origins, sometimes underplays the cultural specificities of African societies,
necessitating complementary frameworks.

African womanism emerges as a corrective to such limitations, situating feminism
within African cultural and historical realities. Ogunyemi (1985) introduced
womanism as a paradigm that emphasizes the unique challenges of African women,
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who are doubly marginalized by colonialism and patriarchy. Unlike some strands of
Western feminism that prioritize gender struggle in isolation, womanism
acknowledges the interconnectedness of gender, culture, race, and community. It
stresses that African women’s emancipation must be achieved in ways that preserve
cultural identity while dismantling oppressive traditions. Scholars such as Oduyoye
(1995) and Kanyoro (2002) argue that African womanism foregrounds women’s
communal roles as mothers, nurturers, and cultural bearers, while also insisting on
their rights to participate equally in political and religious leadership. This dual
emphasis allows African womanism to critique both patriarchal structures within
African societies and external colonial impositions that have compounded gender
oppression.

Postcolonial feminism further deepens this analysis by interrogating the intersection
of colonial legacies and gender inequality. Dube (2000) highlights how Western
Christianity and colonial philosophies reinforced male dominance in African societies
by merging patriarchal readings of scripture with colonial governance systems. Tyagi
(2014) describes this phenomenon as “double colonization,” in which African women
are subordinated not only by indigenous patriarchy but also by colonial structures
that privileged men in governance and religious authority. This framework is
particularly relevant to Nigeria, where colonial laws institutionalized gender
exclusions—such as disenfranchisement under the 1922 Clifford Constitution—that
continued into the postcolonial era (Agbalajobi, 2013). Postcolonial feminism calls for
a re-reading of both scripture and colonial history to recover women’s voices and
challenge the narratives that have legitimized their exclusion.

Together, these frameworks create a comprehensive theoretical foundation for re-
examining biblical texts and their implications for contemporary Nigerian society.
Liberal feminism provides the tools for analysing institutional discrimination and
advocating for reforms. African womanism situates the struggle within indigenous
contexts, emphasizing cultural sensitivity and communal empowerment. Postcolonial
feminism highlights the historical layering of oppression, urging resistance against
both local patriarchies and colonial legacies. Musa Dube (2000) underscores that
biblical interpretation, when approached from a postcolonial feminist lens, can
transform scripture into an emancipatory tool that empowers rather than silences
women. By weaving together these perspectives, this study advocates a theology and
politics that affirm women’s dignity, rights, and leadership capacities in Nigeria.

Application of Feminist Theories to Biblical Female Figures

The application of feminist and postcolonial theories to biblical narratives reveals that
the achievements of several female figures ran counter to patriarchal expectations of
their time. Women such as Deborah (Judges 4-5), Esther (Book of Esther), Priscilla
(Acts 18:26), and the daughters of Zelophehad (Numbers 27, 36) embodied leadership,
courage, and theological insight that challenged male-dominated cultural orders.
From a liberal feminist perspective, their inclusion in positions of authority illustrates
the potential for women to operate effectively within structures of governance when
granted equal opportunity. From an African womanist standpoint, these biblical
women also demonstrate the communal, nurturing, and interdependent qualities that
resonate with African women’s experiences of leadership. Postcolonial feminism
further interprets their stories as counter-narratives to the male-centred traditions that
sought to erase or minimize women’s roles. Collectively, these figures challenge the
notion that leadership is inherently male and instead affirm women as agents of
spiritual and political transformation.
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Deborah stands as perhaps the most striking example of a female leader in the Old
Testament. Described as both a prophetess and a judge of Israel, she exercised
authority in a period when Israel was oppressed by the Canaanites under King Jabin
(Judges 4:1-10). Her leadership was not confined to spiritual matters; she also directed
military strategy by summoning Barak to lead Israel’s army, ultimately securing
victory through her prophetic guidance. Einwechter (2008) contends that Deborah
exemplifies how women, when divinely empowered, can assume political and judicial
authority in times of crisis. From a feminist hermeneutical perspective, Deborah
disrupts the patriarchal narrative that relegates women to private or domestic roles,
positioning her instead as a national figure whose wisdom and courage ensured
Israel’s survival. African womanist readings further highlight her title as “a mother in
Israel,” which emphasizes her dual role as nurturer and national leader, echoing the
communal leadership roles often held by African women in traditional societies.

Despite Deborah’s significance, patriarchal interpretation has often sought to diminish
her authority. Some scholars, such as Ackerman (as cited in Einwechter, 2008), have
suggested that Deborah’s story may be derived from mythological traditions of
warrior goddesses, thereby undermining her historicity. Such views reflect
androcentric tendencies to explain away female authority by relegating it to the realm
of myth or anomaly. Feminist scholars counter that these dismissals expose the
discomfort of patriarchal systems with female power. Musa Dube (2000) argues that
postcolonial feminist readings are essential to recover the emancipatory dimensions of
such texts, emphasizing that Deborah’s authority was both real and divinely
sanctioned. Her story underscores that when cultural systems are hostile to women’s
leadership, scripture itself offers counter-witnesses that validate women’s capacity for
governance.

The narrative of Esther presents another case study in female political agency within a
patriarchal system. As queen of Persia, Esther risked her life by approaching King
Ahasuerus uninvited to intercede for her people against Haman’s genocidal plot
(Esther 4-7). Her bravery demonstrates strategic use of her positional power to
achieve collective liberation. Unlike Deborah’s public and military role, Esther’s
influence was exercised within the court, utilizing diplomacy, persuasion, and
calculated risk. From a womanist perspective, Esther’s story highlights the ways
women have historically negotiated patriarchal structures, sometimes leveraging
constrained roles to effect significant change. Oduyoye (1995) observes that African
women often employ similar strategies, navigating patriarchal expectations while
asserting agency in ways that prioritize communal well-being. Esther’s narrative,
therefore, resonates with African contexts where women must balance cultural
compliance with the pursuit of justice and survival for their communities.

Priscilla, introduced in the New Testament, provides a different model of female
leadership within the early Christian church. Alongside her husband Aquila, Priscilla
instructed Apollos, an eloquent preacher, in a fuller understanding of the gospel (Acts
18:24-26). Notably, Priscilla’s name frequently appears before her husband’s in the
biblical text, a subtle indication of her prominence and authority in teaching. This
challenges the patriarchal assumption that women cannot serve as theological
educators or leaders in the church. Obijole (2013) emphasizes that the early church,
following Jesus” inclusive example, recognized women’s ministerial contributions in
ways that later Christian traditions often downplayed. From a feminist hermeneutical
perspective, Priscilla represents the potential for shared leadership between men and
women, affirming partnership rather than hierarchy. Her story challenges
contemporary Nigerian churches that resist women’s ordination or leadership,
offering a biblical precedent for women’s theological authority.
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Equally important are the daughters of Zelophehad, who petitioned Moses for the
right to inherit their father’s land in the absence of male heirs (Numbers 27:1-11).
Their successful appeal resulted in a change of Israelite inheritance law, setting a
precedent for women’s rights within a patriarchal society. Okafor, Olugasa, and
Olanrewaju (2023) note that this episode affirms women'’s entitlement to property and
economic participation, contradicting cultural traditions that deny inheritance rights
to women. From a postcolonial feminist perspective, the daughters’ bold advocacy
parallels contemporary struggles of Nigerian women against discriminatory
inheritance laws that perpetuate economic dependence. Their story affirms that
women’s agency can lead to legal and structural reforms, even within restrictive
contexts. For Nigerian society, where denial of inheritance remains a pressing barrier
to women’s political participation, the daughters of Zelophehad stand as enduring
exemplars of collective resistance and reform.

Beyond these specific examples, the broader biblical witness includes other women
who exercised authority in various capacities. Figures such as Miriam (Exodus 15:20-
21), Huldah (2 Kings 22:14-20), and Phoebe (Romans 16:1-2) further illustrate that
women consistently held prophetic, advisory, and ministerial roles. Yet, androcentric
interpretations have often sidelined their contributions, emphasizing instead male
authority figures. Musa Dube (2000) and Phiri (2004) stress that reclaiming these
women’s stories through feminist hermeneutics is essential for challenging patriarchal
readings that continue to shape African Christianity. For Nigerian women, drawing
upon these diverse biblical role models offers theological and cultural resources to
resist exclusion and assert their rightful place in governance. In this way, scripture
becomes not a tool of subordination but a wellspring of empowerment and inspiration.

Cultural Impediments to Women’s Participation in Political Governance

Culture, as articulated in Nigeria’s cultural policy (1988), is the comprehensive way of
life developed by a people in response to their environment and historical experience.
It reflects the values, norms, and traditions that shape social interactions and define
collective identity (Gbotokume, 2002). Yet, while culture can be a source of resilience
and community cohesion, it can also serve as a mechanism of exclusion, particularly
when it reinforces patriarchal hierarchies. In the Nigerian context, cultural practices
have historically positioned women as subordinate to men, constraining their access to
education, property, and political leadership. These barriers are not static but deeply
embedded in the institutions of family, religion, and law, thereby making them
resistant to change. For women aspiring to governance, cultural impediments operate
as systemic obstacles that marginalize them long before they reach political arenas.

Patriarchal Dominance

The dominance of patriarchy remains one of the most pervasive impediments to
women’s participation in governance. Patriarchy, literally “the rule of the father,”
structures society in ways that privilege men’s authority both within families and
public institutions (Anderson & Taylor, 2004). In Nigeria, patriarchy manifests
through customary laws, religious teachings, and political practices that prioritize men
as natural leaders while relegating women to supportive or domestic roles. Agbalajobi
(2013) observes that this has created enduring hierarchies that disadvantage women in
both political and economic life. Importantly, patriarchy is not confined to the private
sphere but extends into state structures where decision-making processes are
dominated by men. This systemic exclusion creates a vicious cycle: women are denied
access to political spaces because they are considered inexperienced, yet they remain
inexperienced precisely because they are excluded. Feminist scholars argue that
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dismantling patriarchy requires more than legal reforms; it necessitates cultural
transformation that redefines leadership as a shared human responsibility rather than
a male prerogative.

Denial of Inheritance

Inheritance laws and practices represent another significant barrier to women’s
empowerment. In many Nigerian ethnic groups, including the Igbo, customary norms
deny women the right to inherit land or property, designating them instead as
dependents of their fathers or husbands (Nnaji, 2013). Widows often serve only as
custodians of property for male heirs, subject to the authority of male relatives who
may exploit their vulnerability. Ezekanagha and Umeh (2007) emphasize that the
denial of inheritance rights undermines women’s economic autonomy, limiting their
ability to access credit, invest in businesses, or fund political campaigns. The
consequences extend beyond individual women, as economic dependence reinforces
broader social stereotypes of women as incapable of leadership. In contemporary
Nigeria, inheritance-related conflicts continue to generate human rights concerns,
particularly where widows are dispossessed of family property. By contrast, the
biblical account of the daughters of Zelophehad challenges these practices,
demonstrating that legal reforms in favour of women are both possible and
historically grounded.

Lack of Formal Education

Education is often described as the foundation of empowerment, yet Nigerian women
face systemic educational disadvantages. Cultural beliefs that prioritize boys’
education over girls’ have resulted in significant gender gaps in literacy and school
enrollment. Makama (2013) notes that some families perceive girls’ education as a
wasted investment, assuming that daughters will ultimately serve their husbands’
families rather than contribute to their natal households. This perception perpetuates a
cycle of illiteracy and economic dependency among women, making it difficult for
them to compete in political or professional fields. UNESCO (2022) reported that in
Nigeria, nearly 10 million children remain out of school, with girls disproportionately
affected in northern states where early marriage and religious conservatism are
prevalent. Without access to quality education, women are denied the skills,
confidence, and social capital necessary for political engagement. By contrast,
educated women have historically played transformative roles in Nigerian politics,
from Funmilayo Ransome-Kuti’s activism to Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala’s global leadership,
underscoring the importance of investing in female education.

Early Girl-Child Marriage

Early marriage constitutes yet another cultural practice that undermines women’s
potential for political participation. In many Nigerian communities, girls are married
off before the age of 18, truncating their education and exposing them to health risks
associated with early childbirth (Nmadu, 2000). The Nigerian Demographic and
Health Survey (2018) revealed that 43% of women aged 20-24 were married before age
18, with prevalence highest in the northern regions. Such practices not only deny girls
the opportunity to pursue education but also entrench the belief that a woman’s
identity and worth are tied primarily to her marital and reproductive roles. This
cultural prejudice suppresses women's self-esteem and diminishes their aspirations
beyond domestic life. Feminist scholars argue that early marriage is a form of
structural violence against women, as it perpetuates cycles of poverty and dependence
(UNICEF, 2021). In biblical perspective, early forced marriage is absent from the
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stories of prominent female leaders, suggesting that cultural norms, rather than divine
mandate, are responsible for restricting women’s agency.

Lack of Affirmative Action

The absence of effective affirmative action mechanisms further compounds women’s
marginalization in governance. Affirmative action refers to deliberate policies
designed to redress historical inequalities and promote equal opportunities for
marginalized groups (Agbalajobi, 2013). Globally, gender quotas have proven effective
in enhancing women’s political representation, as seen in Rwanda and South Africa.
However, Nigeria has yet to implement meaningful quota systems at the federal level,
despite its ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) in 1995. Orji, Orji, and Agbanyim (2018)
lament that political parties often fail to nominate female candidates, citing cultural
resistance and financial limitations. When women do secure nominations, they may
face rejection from both their states of origin and their husbands’ states, leaving them
politically stranded. This structural exclusion demonstrates the gap between
constitutional guarantees of equality and the practical realities of Nigerian politics.
Effective affirmative action policies would not only increase women’s visibility in
governance but also normalize their participation as a democratic necessity.

Lack of Economic Incentive

Finally, economic marginalization remains a decisive barrier to women’s political
engagement. Politics in Nigeria is heavily monetized, with electoral success often
dependent on substantial financial resources for campaigning, networking, and
mobilizing support. Esidene and Abdul (2013) note that money plays a critical role in
determining who secures party nominations and electoral victories, placing women at
a disadvantage given their restricted access to wealth and property. The gendered
division of labour further limits women’s economic opportunities, as they are
disproportionately concentrated in informal and low-paying sectors. Consequently,
even when women possess leadership potential, financial constraints often derail their
political ambitions. Ezekwesili (2005) underscores that women’s exclusion from
governance has broader developmental costs, as their economic marginalization
contributes to national underdevelopment. By contrast, biblical women like Deborah
and Esther exercised leadership not through wealth but through wisdom, courage,
and divine calling, offering alternative models that challenge Nigeria’s monetized
politics.

Biblical Female Figures in Leadership Positions

The African cultural context, which perpetuates patriarchal dominance, shares striking
similarities with the Jewish cultural environment in which Christianity emerged. In
both societies, women were often subjected to rigidly defined roles that confined them
to domestic responsibilities, primarily as wives and mothers (Anderson & Taylor,
2004). These patriarchal norms shaped how women were perceived and how their
contributions were recorded —or ignored —in historical accounts. Yet, despite these
constraints, the Bible presents numerous examples of women who transcended
cultural limitations to exercise leadership in spiritual, political, and social domains.
Their stories demonstrate that even in patriarchal societies, women played
indispensable roles in shaping religious and national histories. For Nigerian women
confronting similar cultural exclusions today, these biblical narratives serve as
powerful role models and theological justifications for greater participation in
governance.
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Hebrew women in the Old Testament were not merely passive figures but active
participants in shaping Israel’s destiny. The matriarchs—Sarah, Rebekah, Leah, and
Rachel —are remembered not only for their roles as wives and mothers but also as
shapers of Israelite identity (Wright, 2001). These women often made decisive
interventions in family and covenantal matters, ensuring the continuity of Israel’s
lineage and covenant with God. Kraemer (1988) notes that non-literary sources from
the Greco-Roman period also reveal that Jewish women were accustomed to taking
initiatives in both private and public affairs, despite cultural barriers. Such evidence
challenges the assumption that women in biblical times were entirely passive or
excluded from leadership. Instead, it affirms that women’s influence, though
sometimes subtle, was integral to the survival and flourishing of their communities.

Deborah stands out as one of the clearest examples of female leadership in Israel’s
history. Serving simultaneously as prophetess, judge, and military strategist, she
defied the prevailing patriarchal order by assuming national leadership during a time
of crisis (Judges 4-5). Her prophetic authority legitimized her political role, and her
guidance led Israel to military victory against King Jabin and his commander Sisera.
Einwechter (2008) argues that Deborah’s leadership demonstrates that God raises
women as rulers and judges in extraordinary times, thereby validating female
authority in both religious and political spheres. Feminist scholars highlight that
Deborah’s designation as “a mother in Israel” underscores the fusion of nurturing and
leadership, qualities that resonate strongly within African contexts where women
frequently combine maternal and communal responsibilities with public leadership.
Yet, despite her accomplishments, patriarchal interpreters have attempted to
downplay Deborah’s significance, with some arguing she was an anomaly or symbolic
figure rather than a real leader. Such dismissals reflect the broader discomfort with
acknowledging women as authoritative leaders.

Another noteworthy Old Testament leader is Huldah, the prophetess consulted
during King Josiah’s reign (2 Kings 22:14-20). When the book of the law was
rediscovered, Josiah’s officials sought Huldah’s interpretation, rather than consulting
male prophets. Her authoritative role in shaping national religious reform
demonstrates the respect accorded to her prophetic insight. Feminist theologians
emphasize that Huldah’'s story challenges assumptions that women cannot hold
spiritual authority, particularly since her words influenced national repentance and
reform. Similarly, the daughters of Zelophehad stand out as pioneers of legal reform
in Israel. Their insistence on the right to inherit their father’s property in the absence of
male heirs (Numbers 27:1-11) resulted in the amendment of Israel’s inheritance laws.
Okafor, Olugasa, and Olanrewaju (2023) stress that this biblical episode validates
women’s rights to economic resources, directly challenging patriarchal norms that still
restrict Nigerian women’s inheritance today. These examples demonstrate that biblical
women were not silent victims but active agents of social and legal change.

The New Testament further illustrates how women contributed to the growth of the
Christian movement. Jesus himself consistently defied patriarchal norms by engaging
women as disciples, teachers, and witnesses. Mary Magdalene, often maligned in later
church history, is described in the gospels as a key follower of Jesus and the first
witness of his resurrection (John 20:11-18). This role as “apostle to the apostles”
highlights her foundational importance in Christian witness. Other women, such as
Joanna and Salome, also provided material and spiritual support to Jesus” ministry,
affirming that women were central to the earliest Christian communities. Nwachukwu
(2012) argues that Jesus’ interactions with women constituted a radical departure from
patriarchal structures, restoring women’s dignity and re-establishing their rightful
roles as co-bearers of God’s mission. By empowering women in his ministry, Jesus
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offered a counter-cultural model that continues to challenge exclusionary practices in
contemporary churches.

Paul’s letters, though sometimes cited as restricting women, also affirm their
leadership in the early church. Romans 16 alone names multiple women in leadership
roles, including Phoebe, described as a deacon and benefactor of the church in
Cenchreae, and Priscilla, who, alongside her husband, instructed Apollos in doctrine
(Acts 18:24-26). Onyenze and Ebebe (2024) argue that Paul’s commendations reveal
his acknowledgment of women as co-workers in the gospel, despite tensions with
Greco-Roman household codes. The selective use of passages such as 1 Corinthians
14:34-35 to silence women in churches reflects later patriarchal appropriation rather
than Paul’s holistic vision of equality in Christ (Galatians 3:28). Postcolonial feminist
readings suggest that African churches today must resist imported patriarchal
interpretations and recover the liberative dimensions of scripture. For Nigerian
women, the examples of Phoebe, Priscilla, and Junia—whom Paul refers to as
“outstanding among the apostles” (Romans 16:7)—serve as reminders that female
leadership has deep biblical roots.

Taken together, the stories of Deborah, Huldah, Esther, Mary Magdalene, Priscilla,
Phoebe, and the daughters of Zelophehad demonstrate the diversity of women’s
leadership in both Testaments. Their roles as judges, prophets, apostles, and reformers
challenge the narrative that the Bible supports only male authority. Instead, when
read through feminist, womanist, and postcolonial lenses, scripture reveals a counter-
tradition of female empowerment that undermines patriarchal systems. Musa Dube
(2000) and Phiri (2004) emphasize that reclaiming these narratives is essential for
African women, as it provides theological legitimacy for resisting oppression. For
Nigerian society, where cultural and religious structures continue to marginalize
women, these biblical exemplars offer both inspiration and validation. They
demonstrate that women’s leadership is neither foreign to scripture nor to African
cultural traditions but is instead an integral part of human history.

Conclusion

The narratives of biblical female leaders serve as powerful correctives to the
assumption that leadership is inherently male. Figures such as Deborah, Huldah,
Esther, Mary Magdalene, Priscilla, and the daughters of Zelophehad reveal that
women have historically navigated patriarchal systems to exercise spiritual and
political authority. Their stories demonstrate that cultural barriers, though deeply
entrenched, are not insurmountable; they can be challenged and transformed through
courage, wisdom, and collective action. In the Nigerian context, these biblical
precedents offer valuable role models for women striving to overcome systemic
exclusion from governance. The incorporation of feminist theology, African
womanism, and postcolonial critique provides interpretive tools for reclaiming these
stories from androcentric readings that have long minimized their significance. By
doing so, the Bible can be re-read as a resource for emancipation rather than as a tool
of subordination.

The continued marginalization of women in Nigerian governance is not simply a
question of representation but a critical issue of justice, democracy, and development.
As UNESCO (1980) argued decades ago, African societies cannot achieve sustainable
development without the full participation of women. Excluding women from
political leadership deprives the nation of vital perspectives, talents, and capacities
needed to address complex challenges. The consequences of this exclusion are evident
in Nigeria’s governance crises, economic stagnation, and social inequalities, many of
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which could be mitigated by more inclusive decision-making processes (Ezekwesili,
2005). The lessons from biblical women highlight the importance of recognizing and
empowering women as co-creators of national destiny. Their resilience offers Nigerian
women—and indeed the global community —both inspiration and a mandate to resist
patriarchal systems that deny human dignity.

Furthermore, the Nigerian struggle for women’s emancipation aligns with broader
global commitments to gender equality, particularly the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDG 5). SDG 5 emphasizes the need to “achieve gender equality
and empower all women and girls,” a goal that requires dismantling cultural barriers
such as child marriage, educational exclusion, and economic disempowerment. By
linking biblical insights with contemporary policy frameworks, Nigerian women can
ground their pursuit of equality in both theological and developmental discourses.
This dual approach strengthens their case for inclusion, showing that women’s
empowerment is not only a divine mandate but also a pragmatic strategy for
sustainable governance.

Recommendations

1. Enactment of Gender-Specific Laws

One of the most pressing recommendations is for the Nigerian government to enact
and enforce gender-specific laws aimed at dismantling systemic discrimination. While
the Nigerian Constitution guarantees equality before the law, customary practices and
institutional biases continue to undermine women’s rights, particularly in areas such
as inheritance, property ownership, and access to political office. Enacting clear legal
frameworks that protect women’s rights would harmonize constitutional provisions
with international conventions such as CEDAW (ratified by Nigeria in 1995). Feminist
scholars argue that without enforceable laws, women’s empowerment remains
aspirational rather than practical (Makama, 2013). Biblical precedent also supports
legal reforms in favor of women, as seen in the case of the daughters of Zelophehad,
whose petition led to the codification of women’s inheritance rights (Numbers 27:1-
11). Nigerian lawmakers should therefore draw inspiration from both scripture and
international norms to establish a legal foundation for gender equality.

2. Establishment of Gender Violation Monitoring Agencies

Another crucial step is the creation of agencies dedicated to monitoring and
addressing gender violations, working in partnership with civil society, media
organizations, and NGOs. Such agencies would not only provide redress for victims of
discrimination but also generate data that could inform gender-sensitive policies. By
spotlighting violations, these agencies could shift public discourse and hold
institutions accountable for entrenched biases. Nmadu (2000) stresses that harmful
practices such as early marriage, widowhood rites, and domestic violence persist
precisely because they are shielded by cultural silence. Monitoring agencies would
play a prophetic role, echoing the biblical tradition of women like Huldah, who
confronted her society with truth and called for reform. Establishing such structures
would thus provide both a protective mechanism and a transformative force in the
struggle for gender justice.

3. Curriculum Reform and Feminist Theology

Education remains a key site for transformation, and curriculum reform is essential to
reshape societal attitudes toward women. Integrating feminist theology and African
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womanist perspectives into religious education would expose students to biblical
heroines such as Deborah, Esther, and Priscilla, offering alternative role models to
patriarchal narratives. Phiri (2004) emphasizes that re-reading scripture from women’s
perspectives enables African women to reclaim their spiritual agency and challenge
androcentric interpretations that justify exclusion. By revising curricula to highlight
women’s historical and biblical contributions, Nigeria can foster a new generation that
views gender equality as both theologically valid and socially necessary. Such reforms
would not only empower women but also disabuse men and boys of notions of
superiority, creating more equitable cultural norms over time.

4. Promotion of Girl-Child Education

Expanding access to girl-child education is perhaps the single most transformative
intervention for women’s empowerment. Education equips women with the
knowledge, confidence, and networks required to participate in governance. UNESCO
(2022) reports that educated women are more likely to delay marriage, exercise
reproductive autonomy, and engage in economic and political activities. Nigerian
policies must therefore prioritize mass education campaigns, especially in regions
where cultural and religious norms have discouraged female education. Biblical
precedents, such as Priscilla’s role as a teacher of Apollos (Acts 18:26), underscore the
importance of women’s intellectual contributions to community life. By investing in
girls” education, Nigeria would not only advance gender equality but also strengthen
the overall capacity of its citizenry for leadership and innovation.

5. Inclusion of Men and Boys in Gender Reform

Gender equality cannot be achieved by women alone; it requires the active
involvement of men and boys. Patriarchal structures are sustained not only by cultural
norms but also by male resistance to change. Engaging men as allies in the struggle
against gender discrimination is therefore essential. Ekpe, Alobo, and Egbe (2014)
argue that men must be educated about the social and economic benefits of women’s
empowerment, thereby reframing equality as a collective good rather than a threat. In
biblical terms, Barak’s collaboration with Deborah demonstrates the possibility of
male leaders supporting female authority for the greater good of the community.
Nigerian society must embrace similar partnerships, encouraging men to view women
not as competitors but as co-laborers in nation-building.

6. Domestication of International Conventions

Nigeria has ratified several international conventions on women’s rights, including
CEDAW, yet implementation remains weak. Domestication of these conventions into
national law would ensure enforceability and alignment with global standards. Orji,
Orji, and Agbanyim (2018) emphasize that failure to domesticate such conventions has
left Nigerian women vulnerable to continued marginalization. Biblical narratives
illustrate the importance of institutionalizing justice; for example, Josiah’s consultation
with Huldah led to national reforms grounded in divine law (2 Kings 22). Similarly,
Nigeria must embed international principles into domestic law to institutionalize
gender justice. Doing so would not only fulfill international obligations but also
enhance Nigeria’s credibility as a democracy committed to human rights.

7. Women’'s Empowerment through Economic Support

Economic empowerment remains foundational for women’s political participation.
Given the monetized nature of Nigerian politics, women require access to financial
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resources for campaigning, networking, and sustaining political careers. Government
and NGOs should therefore establish dedicated funds, microfinance schemes, and
capacity-building programs aimed at supporting women’s economic independence.
Esidene and Abdul (2013) argue that without financial empowerment, women'’s
political ambitions are easily derailed. In contrast, biblical women such as Esther and
Deborah demonstrated that effective leadership requires not wealth but courage,
wisdom, and divine guidance. Nonetheless, in contemporary Nigeria, resources
remain essential for competing in electoral politics. Supporting women financially
would therefore enable them to translate their leadership potential into tangible
political impact.

8. Collaboration with Traditional Rulers and Religious Leaders

Finally, transforming cultural attitudes requires engaging with traditional and
religious authorities, who wield significant influence in Nigerian society. These
leaders often serve as gatekeepers of cultural norms and must therefore be partners in
reform. Oni and Segun (2012) observe that without the support of traditional rulers,
even well-intentioned gender policies face resistance at the community level. Biblical
narratives again provide a model, as prophets and leaders often engaged directly with
kings and elders to advocate for justice and reform. Collaborating with these
authorities can help dismantle harmful practices such as child marriage and denial of
inheritance while promoting positive cultural values that affirm women’s dignity.
Such partnerships would create a more holistic and culturally rooted approach to
gender equality.

Closing Reflection

The empowerment of women is not merely a concession to modernity but a return to
biblical and cultural precedents that affirm women’s agency. By drawing inspiration
from heroines such as Deborah, Esther, Priscilla, and the daughters of Zelophehad,
Nigerian women can find both theological legitimacy and historical continuity for
their pursuit of leadership. The recommendations outlined above—spanning legal
reform, education, economic empowerment, and cultural transformation—offer a
roadmap for dismantling systemic barriers. Ultimately, the struggle for gender
equality in Nigeria is not only about women but about the health of the entire nation.
A governance system that silences half of its population cannot achieve justice or
development. As the Bible itself reveals, when women rise to leadership, nations are
strengthened, and communities are renewed. Nigeria’s future, therefore, depends on
embracing women as equal partners in shaping its destiny.

Future Research Directions

While this study has illuminated the roles of biblical female figures as role models for
Nigerian women’s emancipation, further research is needed to deepen and broaden
the conversation. First, comparative studies across African contexts could enrich
understanding by examining how women in other patriarchal societies have drawn on
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religious and cultural narratives to assert leadership. Such cross-cultural analyses
would highlight both commonalities and unique features of women’s struggles across
the continent. Second, future scholarship could explore more extensively the reception
of biblical women in Nigerian churches, particularly within Pentecostal and
indigenous Christian movements where interpretations of scripture are often highly
influential. Investigating how these communities read figures like Deborah, Esther, or
Mary Magdalene could shed light on both opportunities and challenges for feminist
hermeneutics in contemporary practice.

Additionally, research could engage with the lived experiences of contemporary
Nigerian women leaders in politics, academia, and religion, documenting how they
negotiate cultural barriers and whether biblical narratives play a role in their self-
understanding of leadership. Oral histories and ethnographic studies could capture
these dynamics, offering richer insights into how biblical exemplars are mobilized in
everyday struggles for empowerment. Finally, further interdisciplinary work that
brings together theology, gender studies, law, and political science would provide a
more holistic framework for analysing women’s marginalization and agency. By
situating biblical hermeneutics within broader socio-political contexts, scholars can
ensure that their work speaks directly to both academic audiences and policy
practitioners.

In sum, the subject of women’s emancipation and biblical role models remains fertile
ground for continued inquiry. Expanding this research agenda would not only affirm
women’s leadership capacities but also contribute to building more inclusive societies
where justice, equality, and dignity are realized for all.
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