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[bookmark: _Toc184067623]Preface
One Of Those Women
Growing up in a household of seven girls in South-South Nigeria, I was exposed early on to the realities of gender inequality, even though I did not fully comprehend them at the time. My parents, who were relatively liberal, prioritized education for all their children, including us girls, which was quite uncommon in our community. One of my earliest memories that shaped my feminist consciousness occurred when I was 14. An uncle questioned my father’s decision to send all his daughters to higher institutions, implying that girls did not need to receive a full education. Confused, I wondered why he would ask such a question, considering that all my older male cousins had gone to college without issue. When I asked my uncle why this was a problem, he turned to my father and said, “See what too much education has caused? Now you are raising one of those women who don’t know their place”. That was the first time I had been referred to as “one of those women”, a term that, in our (Nigerian) context, was a derogatory code for feminists. Later, however, I became grateful for the introduction to being “one of those women”, which marked the beginning of my journey into gender activism.
[bookmark: _Int_WUoSAETY]From that point forward, I began to notice the countless societal rules that seemed designed to restrict the autonomy of girls and women. Whether it was the expectation that girls should remain silent in the presence of men or the notion that our futures were somehow inherently less valuable than those of our male counterparts, I found myself increasingly questioning the status quo. My desire for answers and deeper understanding led me to pursue a diploma in Law and later a degree in Philosophy, a discipline I believed would allow me to explore fundamental questions about justice, equality, and human rights. However, this path was not without its challenges. As a student in a male-dominated department where professors were products of the very traditional society I sought to critique, I was often met with resistance. During lectures, my comments on gender equality were met with derision, and I was often ridiculed for my so-called “progressive” views. My final-year research proposal on “Feminism in Traditional African Society” was rejected by nearly all my male professors, who scoffed at the idea that such a topic was worthy of academic study. 
Despite these challenges, I persevered and received an A+ grade on my final research project, which garnered high praise from my supervisor and other professors in the department. This (small) accomplishment, however, did not fully satisfy my growing desire to understand the deep-seated inequalities faced by women in Nigeria. I knew that my personal experiences were part of a larger systemic issue, but I still lacked the knowledge and tools to fully comprehend and challenge the structures that perpetuated these injustices.
After graduating, I volunteered for a year with the National Youth Service Commission (NYSC) in Bauchi, located in northern Nigeria, where patriarchy and gender inequality were even more pronounced. There, I encountered harsh realities that far exceeded the theoretical discussions of inequality I had engaged in during my bachelor’s studies. In Bauchi, child marriage was rampant, and education for the girl-child was severely limited. One of the most heartbreaking experiences was when a 13-year-old student of mine was married off to a 58-year-old man. I felt helpless, as there were no legal avenues to prevent the marriage. This experience left a deep impact on me, and it was at that point that I realized the profound inadequacy of the existing legal systems in place to protect girls and women in Nigeria.
Eager to equip myself with the knowledge and skills necessary to advocate for meaningful change, I decided to pursue a master’s degree in Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies. My goal was to better understand the societal, political, and legal structures that perpetuate gender-based inequalities, particularly in Nigeria. This decision was further solidified when I volunteered at the Gender and Development Policy Centre in Nsukka, Eastern Nigeria. While the issues in the East differed from those in the North—child marriage was less prevalent, and sexual harassment and gender-based violence were widespread, the sense of helplessness I felt in the face of these systemic issues remained. It became clear to me that feminism, as understood and practiced in the Western world, did not fully account for the unique challenges faced by African women. I began to critically examine the concept of Western feminism and its application in the Global South, leading me to explore the idea that feminism is not a universal construct, but one that must be adapted to local contexts.
My research has led me to the conclusion that one of the key factors contributing to the subjugation of Nigerian women is the lack of a legislative system that addresses their specific needs or encourages their participation in governance. Unlike pre-colonial times, when women held significant political and economic power in various Nigerian societies, colonialism and its aftermath systematically eroded these roles, leaving modern Nigerian women without a strong presence in the political arena. This realization became the foundation for my thesis. Titled “The Intersectional Experiences of Nigerian Women and its Influence on Policy Making and Implementation: A Comparative Analysis”, my research argues that Nigerian women’s unique experiences should influence policymaking and implementation, particularly in the realm of gender-related laws. 
2

Ultimately, my goal is to use this research to promote legislative reform in Nigeria, ensuring that women’s voices are heard and that policies are developed to address their specific needs. This thesis is not just an academic endeavor, but a personal mission to contribute to the ongoing struggle for gender equality in my home country. Through continued advocacy and research, I hope to play a role in creating a future where Nigerian women are no longer helpless in the face of discrimination and inequality but empowered to shape their destinies.
	
	
	



[bookmark: _Toc54247769][bookmark: _Toc354960517][bookmark: _Toc1631861116][bookmark: _Toc184067624]INTRODUCTION
In the field of gender studies, the concept of womanhood has been a subject of extensive exploration and debate. While conventional discourse often seeks to encapsulate the essence of womanhood within a universal framework, this research contends that such a pursuit is inherently flawed, aligning with the arguments of feminist scholars like Kimberlé Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, and Audre Lorde, who emphasize the importance of intersectionality, cultural specificity, and diverse lived experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Collins, 2002; Oyěwùmí, 1997; Lorde, 1981). In this thesis, I explore the multifaceted nature of womanhood in Nigeria and argue that contemporary womanhood is intricately intertwined with cultural, historical, and political contexts. The central thesis asserts that there cannot be a universal definition of womanhood, as its essence is dynamically shaped and molded by the socio-cultural landscapes, historical narratives, and political forces that prevail in each society.
Since there cannot be a universal definition of womanhood, can there be a universal approach to addressing gender disparities? In current times, global justice has cast a spotlight on the fundamental importance of women's rights, as echoed through extensive scholarly discourse (Bjarnegård & Zetterberg, 2022). However, amidst this discourse, a substantial counter-narrative has emerged that critically scrutinizes non-Western cultural practices, portraying them as detrimental to the rights of non-Western women (Okin, 1998). In its extreme manifestations, this narrative can inadvertently reinforce the idea that Western culture serves as the benchmark for women's rights—this issue of Western ideology as a benchmark bleeds into feminist policies in non-Western countries.  
This thesis explores how cultural differences in Nigeria impact the implementation of feminist policies, specifically through the lens of Female Genital Cutting (FGC). It is guided by the central question: “How do cultural differences around womanhood influence local adaptations of gender policies?”. Western perspectives on topics such as FGC often portray non-Western women as passive victims oppressed by their own cultures (James 1998, 1031). This portrayal reinforces cultural superiority and labels the practice barbaric, overlooking its cultural significance (Courtney, 2011). Using Black feminist thought as a theoretical framework, this research critiques these perspectives by centering the voices and experiences of Nigerian women, emphasizing culturally sensitive and flexible approaches to gender policy. It examines how the distinct social and cultural contexts interact with international norms, treaties, and policies such as the Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act (VAPP) and international campaigns addressing FGC.
In Nigeria, as in many other countries worldwide, the enduring issue of gender disparities persists across various domains of life, such as education, economic participation, political representation, and healthcare. Like their counterparts in other African societies, women in Nigeria face many challenges that stem from a complex interplay of cultural, social, and economic factors. These challenges are deeply ingrained in the nation's fabric and manifest in various ways, necessitating specialized, context-specific policy interventions that can effectively address their unique needs. Nigeria’s vast cultural diversity, spanning an estimated 250 ethnic groups, over 525 native languages, and traditions, reflects the complexity of its society. When it comes to tackling the multifaceted challenges faced by women in Nigeria, there cannot be a one-size-fits-all approach. It is essential to recognize that these gendered disparities faced by Nigerian women are deeply rooted in a socio-cultural context where women are often regarded as possessions of their male counterparts, whether they be fathers, husbands, or brothers. This has led to a system where decisions affecting women's lives are primarily determined by these male figures, reinforcing gender disparities.
Considering this cultural backdrop, it is imperative to reevaluate the approach to feminist policies aimed at promoting gender equality and enhancing women’s economic participation in Nigeria. In essence, policies, specifically those geared towards women’s rights, should be formulated and woven into the fabric of the nation’s unique societal norms and cultural dynamics to ensure that they bring about meaningful and sustainable change. These policies must be adaptable, responsive, and reflective of the specific circumstances within each region, considering the unique intricacies of local cultures and societies. Moreover, they should actively engage Nigerian women in the policymaking process. By involving women in the process, their firsthand knowledge becomes a valuable resource for gaining insights into the intricacies of their economic landscape. This engagement facilitates the development of tailor-made solutions that resonate with the local context, ultimately benefiting the people they are intended to empower. Incorporating local women’s voices, experiences, and perspectives is indispensable for formulating policies that genuinely address the multifaceted challenges these women face daily. 
At the core of this thesis is the argument that the intersectional experiences of Nigerian women which are shaped by cultural, religious, and political factors, should significantly influence the adaptation and implementation of gender-related policies. This thesis specifically examines how the enactment of the policy on FGC in Imo and Adamawa States reflects broader discrepancies in policy adoption across Nigeria, where a one-size-fits-all approach fails to address local complexities. This research highlights that policies must be adapted to the distinct socio-cultural landscapes of each region to be effective. The following sections will delve deeper into this central argument
[bookmark: _Toc1112073072][bookmark: _Toc1591491517][bookmark: _Toc624424556][bookmark: _Toc184067625]Historical Background
[bookmark: _Hlk152942898]Nigeria, situated on the western coast of Africa, stands out for its remarkable diversity, hosting an estimated 250 ethnic groups spread across the three main geographical regions, namely Southern, Central, and Northern Nigeria, 36 regional states, and 774 local government areas (Ajayi et al., 2024). The nation boasts a linguistic tapestry that includes Yoruba, Igbo, Fula, Hausa, Edo, Ibibio, Tiv, Urhobo, and English, amongst other languages spoken. Abundant in natural resources, Nigeria is particularly known for extensive petroleum and natural gas deposits. Nigeria is home to several ancient civilizations, including the Nok civilization, which existed around 500 BCE and is known for its distinctive terracotta sculptures. Additionally, the Kingdom of Nri is one of the oldest African monarchical traditions which dates to the 9th century CE (Isichei, 1997). The modern history of Nigeria can be traced back to 1914 when the colonial era in Nigeria began with the British conquest and amalgamation of the Lagos Colony, the Northern Protectorate, and the Southern Protectorate. The British imposed their rule through a system of indirect rule, which relied on local chiefs and traditional institutions to administer their policies. However, this system also created divisions and inequalities among the different ethnic groups, regions, and religions in Nigeria. The British favored some areas over others, depending on their economic potential and strategic importance. They also introduced Western education, Christianity, and the English language, which had different impacts on the North and South. The North resisted these changes and remained largely Muslim and conservative, while the South embraced them and became more modern and progressive. These differences would later fuel political tensions and conflicts in post-colonial Nigeria. Gaining independence from British colonial rule on October 1, 1960, Nigeria adopted a republican constitution in 1963 while choosing to remain a member of the Commonwealth (Ajayi et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Hlk157273950]Nigeria boasts a pre-colonial era characterized by vibrant societies, intricate political structures, and dynamic social systems, which witnessed the rise and fall of powerful kingdoms and empires, where the status of women played a crucial but often overlooked role in the formation and sustenance of these societies (Sudarkasa, 1986). Within the diverse landscapes of pre-colonial Nigeria, women occupied multifunctional roles that extended beyond domestic spheres. In many societies, women were integral participants in economic activities, agriculture, trade, and spiritual practices. Historian Laray Denzer states, “The political arena, traditions recall that women founded kingdoms and communities, occasionally wielded political authority as rulers, acted as regents, sat on the king's councils, held political offices, intrigued in palace politics, helped to make and unmake kings, served as go-betweens in diplomatic relations, and safeguarded their towns when their menfolk waged war elsewhere” (Denzer, 1994). In the pre-colonial Southern and Central Nigerian societies, women held economic influence through their participation in trade and agriculture. Igbo women were often involved in local markets, where they traded various goods and agricultural produce. Additionally, women in Igbo communities played significant roles in governance structures, participating in decision-making processes and contributing to the social and political development of their communities (Chuku, 2009). During the foundational era of numerous Yoruba kingdoms, several remarkable women wielded authority as Obas[footnoteRef:2] or regents. They also maintained a culture of female chiefs and the most common title for the head of the female chiefs throughout Yorubaland was iyalode, who not only served as a representative of women in the council but also as a political and economic influencer (Denzer, 1994). In her book, The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses (1997), Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, a Nigerian sociologist and gender scholar, explores a pre-colonial Yoruba society that defied conventional Western gender norms. Oyěwùmí illuminates how the Yoruba conceptualization of personhood, seniority, and kinship served as the bedrock of social organization, surpassing simplistic reliance on biological or anatomical distinctions. In this unique societal framework, women found greater agency and participation in economic and political spheres. By emphasizing principles of personhood and seniority, the pre-colonial Yoruba society provided avenues for women to engage actively in various roles, challenging stereotypes that often confined them to traditional domestic spheres. [2:  An Oba's crown represents the highest level of authority vested in Yoruba rulers.] 

The gravest challenge to women's influence and privileges unfolded in the 20th century, as a convergence of religion, patriarchy, and colonial transformations reshaped gender dynamics. The collaboration of male chiefs with the British colonial administration in tax collection and governance contributed to the diminishing significance of female chiefs and women in the economic and political arenas (Denzer, 1994). As the economy shifted towards the cultivation of cash crops for export, Nigerian men and European companies took control of the distribution of rubber, cocoa, groundnuts (peanuts), and palm oil. This shift relegated women to the sidelines, compelling them to transition to the cultivation of subsistence crops. Additionally, Western-style education favored boys over girls, leading to the substantial exclusion of women from many new occupations introduced by colonialism (Falola, 2023).
The Aba Women's Riot of 1929 (also known as the Women’s War) is a compelling historical illustration of local women's pivotal role in shaping policies. This historic uprising involved Igbo women in southeastern Nigeria who vehemently protested the oppressive policies imposed by the British colonial administration and its appointed warrant chiefs (Chuku, 2009). Initially, the imposition of the new colonial regime, which Afigbo (1966) describes, was marked by a high-handed approach and a careless disregard for the cultural accomplishments and religious sensitivities of the people, which they perceived as unprecedented in their history. Adding to the disorientation, the British introduced the Warrant Chief System, a dominant institution until its collapse in 1929. This system, viewed as an assault on the indigenous political constitution and a significant undermining force for women in Igbo communities, overshadowed all other measures introduced during that period (Afigbo, 1966).
The catalyst for the 1929 Women’s War was the introduction of a new tax targeting market women, a group of women integral to the local economy and social fabric. These women, foreseeing the potential devastation to their businesses and livelihoods, regarded the tax as both a threat and an affront to their autonomy and dignity (Korieh, 2003). Specifically, the women of the Oloko Native Court area of Owerri Province adopted a strategic approach, deciding to act only if men were approached in compounds and asked for taxation information. They sought clear evidence before engaging in any response. In the event of a woman being approached, the plan was for her to raise the alarm, prompting a collective discussion on potential retaliation (van Allen, 1972). According to researcher Judith van Allen in their critical publication “Sitting on a Man”, “On November 23, the agent of the Oloko Warrant Chief, Okugo, entered a compound and told a married woman, Nwanyeruwa, to count her goats and sheep. She retorted, ‘Was your mother counted?’ Thereupon they closed, seizing each other by the throat. Nwanyeruwa's report to the Oloko women convinced them that they were to be taxed. Messengers were sent to neighboring areas” (van Allen, 1972).
In response, they mobilized, drawing women from across Owerri Province to protest at the district office. After days of protest meetings, they secured written assurances against taxation and had Okugo arrested, leading to his conviction for assaulting women and spreading alarming news, resulting in a two-year imprisonment sentence (Perham, 1962). Seeing the achievements of the women in Oloko, women in other communities were inspired to take a stand. These women harnessed their market networks and traditional methods of collective action, such as “sitting on a man” (van Allen, 1972) or using song and dance to ridicule those they opposed. They organized across towns and villages, demanding the ousting of the warrant chiefs who had abused their authority and transgressed the customary laws of the Igbo people. This historical protest persisted for two months, involving tens of thousands of women representing six ethnic groups. 
The Aba Women's Riot compelled the colonial government to make substantial concessions. They abolished the warrant chief system, abandoned the tax initiative, and appointed women to serve on the native courts. This event also served as a potent inspiration for subsequent movements advocating for women's rights and anti-colonial resistance in Nigeria and beyond. It marked the first major revolt led by women in West Africa and posed a significant challenge to British rule in Nigeria, because “It remains to emphasize that this movement was essentially anti-Government and that in fighting for the old political and moral order the women were asking for the exodus of the British” (Afigbo, 1966).
[bookmark: _Hlk172210798]Decades following the Women’s War and Nigeria's independence from British colonial rule, Nigerian women face familiar challenges. The British government implemented reforms, like the outlawing of “self-help”[footnoteRef:3], that diminished Igbo women's influence, with some, like van Allen (1972), attributing it to unintended consequences of Westernization stating that the white British men could not possibly understand the effect such reforms had on Nigerian women. The religious doctrines of both Christianity and Islam failed to ameliorate the challenges faced by women, as they propagated the belief that a woman's inherent and suitable role was that of a helpmate, contributing to the reinforcement of patriarchal norms (van Allen, 1972). Therefore, even after gaining independence, Nigerian women continue to grapple with the lingering impacts of the British, as the newly established government adopted the colonial legal framework without adequate localization, perpetuating the challenges faced by women in the aftermath of colonial rule. The newly established Nigerian federating system was “…modeled after the British parliamentary system, with a bicameral federal and four regional legislatures. The disenfranchisement of women in the North due to the opposition from the Muslim-dominated Northern People's Congress (NPC) meant that only women from the South could participate in the 1959 federal elections. Although, Southern women contested in the federal elections, none were elected” (Chuku, 2009). This lack of a significant number of women in the governance persists still today. Hence, despite the efforts of the government to adopt foreign treaties that are aimed at enhancing the welfare of Nigerian women, their impact remains largely negligible. [3:  The act of utilizing force by individuals or groups to safeguard their interests and mete out punishment to wrongdoers. This practice, aligned with the notion that the state alone possesses the legitimate authority to employ force, rendered "sitting on" anyone illegal. Consequently, this prohibition stripped women of a potent means of defense, preventing them from protecting wives from husbands, markets from unruly individuals, and similar situations.
] 

The 1995 Beijing Women’s Conference was an important event for the global movement for gender equality and women's empowerment. It brought together representatives from 189 countries and adopted a comprehensive action plan to address 12 critical areas of concern for women's rights (World Conferences on Women, n.d.). One of these areas was women and the economy, which recognized the need to ensure women's equal access to economic resources, opportunities, and decision-making. While Nigeria had taken inspiration from this conference by implementing changes through legal reforms, policy initiatives, and institutional mechanisms, The Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development reported in 2019 that the Beijing Platform for Action Plan had faced many challenges but also seized opportunities within the past 25 years. For example, the National Gender Policy enacted in 2006 drew from this event as it aimed to mainstream gender perspectives in all sectors of development. This policy was originally ratified from the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) in 1985. Nigeria also established the National Centre for Women Development in 1997 and the Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development in 1999 to coordinate and monitor gender issues at various levels. Furthermore, Nigeria has supported various programs and projects to enhance women's access to education, health, credit, land, technology, and markets (The Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, 2019).
Despite the adoption of international agreements like the Beijing Platform for Action Plan, the country's legal framework, notably the Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, still contains provisions that contradict these commitments. One glaring example of such contradiction lies in the realm of sexual violence within marriage. The Nigerian Constitution, although it acknowledges certain principles of consent and gender equality, fails to explicitly recognize forced intercourse within a marital context as a crime. This omission raises concerns, particularly considering Section 357 of the Criminal Code Act, which does prohibit rape but includes a limited and archaic definition. Section 357 states that: “Any person who has unlawful carnal knowledge of a woman or a girl, without her consent, or with her consent, if the consent is obtained by force or using threats or intimidation of any kind, in the case of a married woman, by impersonating her husband, is guilty of an offense which is called rape.” This definition effectively excludes the possibility of marital rape by specifying that rape applies only when it occurs outside the bounds of a husband-wife relationship.
Regional disparities in the legal system further complicate this interpretation. In the northern region, the Penal Code (which governs criminal matters) contains a contrasting provision in Section 282(2). This section stipulates that “sexual intercourse by a man with his wife is not rape, save and except the wife has not attained the age of puberty.” This legal distinction implies that, under the Penal Code, a man may only be found guilty of raping his wife if she has not yet reached puberty. This disparity not only perpetuates the legal acceptance of marital rape but also raises concerns about child marriage practices in Northern Nigeria, as it suggests that child marriages are acceptable under certain circumstances (Banerjee & Rao, 2022).
The imperative of fashioning policies that are meticulously tailored to meet the distinct requirements of women in the Global South cannot be emphasized enough. The lessons drawn from historical events such as the Aba Women's Riot of 1929 underscore the critical role of local women in policy-making processes. Through their resilience, determination, and collective action, these women demonstrated their ability to challenge oppressive systems and advocate for transformative change. It is incumbent upon us to move beyond the overarching influence of European feminism and embrace a more inclusive and nuanced perspective that acknowledges the rich tapestry of feminism across different regions. By doing so, we can truly honor the diverse history and experiences of feminism in these areas and, in the process, create policies that are effective and respectful of the unique cultural and societal contexts in which they are implemented. Only by centering local women's voices, experiences, and aspirations can we hope to usher in a future where gender equality and women's empowerment become universal realities, transcending geographical boundaries and celebrating the remarkable diversity of human experiences.
The historical context of Nigeria’s diverse cultural, social, and political landscape provides essential insights into the complexities that shape gender-related policies. As I transition to the literature review, it is crucial to understand how these historical legacies continue to influence contemporary debates around women’s rights and policy adaptation. The following review will analyze how international norms and agreements intersect with local practices, highlighting the role of cultural, religious, and legal factors in shaping gender policy implementation.

[bookmark: _Toc927473607][bookmark: _Toc1439756026][bookmark: _Toc229098291][bookmark: _Toc184067626]LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc184067627]Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc173319940][bookmark: _Toc173321098][bookmark: _Toc173355405]In a critical look at the gender policies in Nigeria, with a particular focus on those influenced by foreign treaties and agreements, a prominent factor comes to the forefront. Despite the existence of extensive Federal laws, it becomes evident that the 36 states within Nigeria independently draft and implement different versions of these policies, as cultural and religious ideologies appear to take precedence. This divergence in policy formulation and implementation across states introduces a complex layer to the landscape of gender-related initiatives, raising questions about the uniformity and effectiveness of these policies in addressing gender issues on a national scale.
[bookmark: _Toc2100174419][bookmark: _Toc1240670922][bookmark: _Toc1686090889][bookmark: _Toc184067628]Adaptation of International Treaties and Agreements in Nigeria
“No treaty between the federation and any other country shall have the force of law except to the extent to which any such treaty has been enacted into law by the National Assembly”
(Constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, 1999).
Based on this provision in Nigeria’s constitution, an important part of international treaties and agreements adoption in Nigeria is that international agreements do not automatically have the force of law after ratification. This means that every international treaty has to be locally tailored before it can have the force of law in Nigeria, and while forging international partnerships is essential for a nation's development, the extent to which third-world countries like Nigeria rely on foreign aid, investments, and loans has raised questions about the autonomy and self-sufficiency of such a nation. The economic policies and trade agreements they enter often carry terms and conditions that can significantly impact their domestic policies and decision-making processes. Nigeria's foreign policy and international engagements are often influenced by the agendas of foreign governments. As a result, Nigeria is frequently drawn into international conflicts, alliances, and diplomatic maneuvers that may not necessarily align with the nation's interests or priorities (Sokhatskyi, 2020). This can result in policy decisions driven more by external pressures than genuine consideration of what is best for Nigeria and its people.
[bookmark: _Toc492960045][bookmark: _Toc365235646][bookmark: _Toc1743057359][bookmark: _Toc184067629]International Commitments and State Implementation of Foreign Treaties and Agreements in Nigeria.
International commitments and treaties play a significant role in shaping Nigeria’s legal and policy landscape, yet their implementation is filled with challenges. The impact of military interference has historically disrupted the safeguarding of human rights and the localization of international obligations, creating obstacles to effective governance. Additionally, Nigeria’s pursuit of international benefits, such as aid and trade opportunities, which often drives participation in global agreements raises concerns about domestic implications. Lingering colonial legacies further complicate this landscape, influencing Nigeria’s political, economic, and cultural dynamics. Understanding these complexities is crucial for examining how international commitments are integrated into domestic policies and practices, particularly regarding human rights and gender-related initiatives.
[bookmark: _Toc1807533436][bookmark: _Toc1052199337][bookmark: _Toc812694613][bookmark: _Toc184067630]Military Interference
Nigeria has witnessed numerous military interventions since attaining independence from British colonial rule, which was from 1966-1999. This was punctuated by the four-year civilian interregnum, 1979-1983. The almost 33 years of military rule resulted in frequent suspensions or amendments to constitutional human rights provisions. Ojo (2017) traces the evolution of Nigeria's foreign policy from independence to the present and highlights the role of the military in shaping and executing foreign policy decisions. The military regimes in the country consistently neglected or undermined human rights in their quest for power and control, contributing to a lack of continuity and stability in the safeguarding and implementation of human rights. Edwin Egede in his article “Bringing Human Rights Home: An Examination of the Domestication of Human Rights Treaties in Nigeria” (2007) outlines the background and context of the adaptation issue, emphasizing the frequent intervention of the military in Nigerian politics and the practice of suspending and amending the constitutional human rights provisions. The military's recurrent practice of suspending and altering constitutional human rights provisions poses a formidable obstacle to the integration of human rights treaties within Nigeria (Adebajo and Mustapha, 2014).  
The disregard and override of international human rights obligations by military regimes have created challenges in effectively incorporating human rights treaties into the fabric of domestic law (Ogunbadejo, 1980), such as seen in the Abacha v Fawehinmi case. An important characteristic of the different military regimes was the lack of judicial autonomy, activism, and creativity, especially in interpreting and applying human rights treaties in Nigeria (Oye, 1980). On several occasions, the courts failed to give effect to ratified treaties or adopted a narrow and restrictive approach. This could be due to the overwhelming power of the military or the non-interest and downright disregard for human rights (Peters, 2000). One such case is the Abacha v Fawehinmi (also known as the Abacha case). The Abacha case is a significant legal case in Nigeria that dealt with the issue of local enactment of human rights treaties. In this case, the Supreme Court of Nigeria examined the status of adapted treaty legislation about other municipal laws (Ogunniyi, 2018). The case involved an application filed by Fawehinmi, a human rights activist, challenging his arrest without warrant, subsequent detention, and seeking release. Fawehinmi argued that his arrest and detention violated his fundamental human rights as guaranteed by the African Charter on Human and Peoples' Rights (ACHPR), which Nigeria had ratified.
The key issue in the case was whether the ACHPR, as a non-domesticated treaty, could be directly enforced in Nigeria without being enacted into the local legislature by the National Assembly. The Supreme Court unanimously held that domesticated human rights treaty legislation, including the ACHPR, does not have the force of law in Nigeria unless enacted by the National Assembly. The court's decision reaffirmed the dualist nature of Nigeria's legal system, which requires international treaties to be transformed into local legislation before they can be applied locally. The case highlighted the limitations of the current adaptation process in Nigeria and raised concerns about the effectiveness of human rights treaties in protecting individuals from government abuses (Egede, 2007). It also emphasized the need for the National Assembly to play a crucial role in enacting local legislation to give effect to international human rights treaties ratified by Nigeria. The Abacha v Fawehinmi case exposed the importance of the local adaption of human rights treaties and the need for legislative action to ensure their effective implementation and protection of individuals' rights in Nigeria.
The military rule in Nigeria, which persisted for much of the 20th century, not only disrupted the country's internal political dynamics but also cast a shadow over its foreign policy adaptation. The prolonged period of military governance left a lasting impact, creating obstacles to the development of robust democratic institutions, a vibrant civil society, and a steadfast commitment to human rights. As Nigeria transitioned to a democratic system, the scars of military rule continued to pose challenges for its foreign policy objectives. The erosion of democratic institutions and the suppression of civil society during the military era left a void that the subsequent democratic governments had to grapple with, hindering the country's ability to present a united and cohesive front in the realm of international diplomacy.
[bookmark: _Toc196302055][bookmark: _Toc1073278998][bookmark: _Toc509112387][bookmark: _Toc184067631]The Desire for International Benefits
Nigeria's pursuit of international benefits--ranging from international aid packages, the promise of expanded trade opportunities, and the potential influx of foreign investment--can be powerful drivers for the nation's participation in various international agreements or international organizations. This strategic involvement on the global stage is motivated by a desire to tap into the advantages that come with enhanced economic cooperation, geopolitical partnerships, and diplomatic alliances. However, this pragmatic approach to foreign relations raises questions about the potential oversight of the domestic implications associated with these international commitments; there exists a need for careful consideration of how such engagements may impact the country’s internal dynamics and societal structures.
In “Non-Domestication of Treaties in Nigeria as a Breach of International Obligations” (2020), Sandra Eke posits that “some state parties have devised a scheme of ratifying international agreements without taking the necessary internal steps to ensure the enforcement of their treaty obligations while continuing to derive various benefits from these multilateral arrangements”. This alludes to the reality of how some countries like Nigeria have agreed to follow certain rules or principles that are part of international treaties and agreements, but they have not taken the necessary steps within their legal systems to make sure that they comply with those rules or principles. That is, they may not have passed laws or regulations that are consistent with the treaty obligations, or they may not have created institutions or mechanisms that can monitor or enforce compliance (Akinola, 2016). By doing this, these countries can enjoy the benefits of being part of the international community, such as trade, security, or cooperation, without having to bear the costs or responsibilities of following the treaty obligations.
Failing to properly implement international treaties and agreements in a country like Nigeria can have significant consequences. These include the decline of local industries, which serve as vital sources of employment and income for Nigerians (Akinrinade & Ogen, 2008), as well as challenges in enforcing treaty provisions. Additionally, it creates ambiguity and uncertainty in the legal framework. When a treaty is not locally reformed, its provisions cannot be enforced in the domestic courts of Nigeria. This creates a significant challenge as the provisions of the treaty cannot be directly applied or relied upon in legal proceedings, which hinders the effective implementation and enforcement of the rights, obligations, and benefits provided by the treaty or agreement (Nwankwo, & Thompson, 2016). Non-adaptation of treaties also creates a lack of clarity and certainty regarding the legal status and enforceability of treaty provisions within Nigeria. This can lead to confusion and inconsistency in the application of international law, making it difficult for individuals, businesses, and organizations to understand and comply with their rights and obligations under the treaty (Eke, 2020).
The implications for adopted treaties and agreements with a focus on gender in Nigeria are multi-faceted, revealing a complex interplay between international commitments and domestic realities. While Nigeria demonstrates a willingness to engage with the global community by readily signing international agreements on gender (Tingley & Tomz, 2020), the translation of these commitments into domestic policies and laws remains a significant challenge. Despite enjoying the benefits acquired by signing such agreements, Nigeria's integration agenda is driven by a combination of economic interests, security concerns, and identity issues, but is also constrained by institutional weaknesses, leadership problems, and divergent interests among regional partners (Akinola, 2016).
In practice, the gap between the endorsement of international gender-focused agreements and their integration into national legislation creates a scenario where the envisioned improvements in gender equality remain unrealized. The disconnect between commitment at the international level and concrete actions at the domestic level poses substantial obstacles to the advancement of women's rights in Nigeria. The absence of a robust framework for translating international obligations into local policies contributes to a situation where the intended impact of these agreements on the lives of Nigerian women is significantly diminished. Additionally, the lack of appropriate checks and balances by the international community augments the challenges faced by Nigerian women within the outdated legal system. Without effective mechanisms to monitor and ensure compliance with international gender agreements, there is a lack of accountability for the Nigerian government's commitment to translating these agreements into meaningful domestic changes.
[bookmark: _Toc858000035][bookmark: _Toc1212095907][bookmark: _Toc1838798735][bookmark: _Toc184067632]Identifying Lacunae
	One of the challenges of studying the adaptation and domestication of international treaties and agreements in Nigeria is the lack of attention to the colonial legacy and its impact on the political, economic, and cultural spheres of the country. Although various scholars analyze the role of Nigeria in regional and global affairs, it is common that they do not recognize the historical factors that shaped the country’s identity, interests, and behavior. The backdrop of this research is a crucial aspect of Nigerian history that appears to be overlooked in existing studies: the lasting effects of the colonial era. These effects are evident in the policies of military regimes, the pursuit of international favor, and, most importantly, the cultural norms shaped by the diverse religions introduced to the country.
The colonial era had a profound impact on Nigeria, contributing to the emergence of military regimes in the country. Lord Lugard, Nigeria’s first Governor-General and a British military officer, utilized force to unify Nigeria and established a centralized administration, concentrating power among a few elites (Ojo, 2014). Post-independence, Nigeria faced political crises which led to the collapse of democracy and the rise of military dictatorship. Lasting approximately 33 years (Ajayi et al., 2024), these regimes, despite claiming to restore order, often abused power, violated human rights, and prioritized personal interests over national development. This period left behind a legacy of corruption, violence, and underdevelopment that continues to affect Nigeria today.
Additionally, the colonial era impacted Nigeria's cultural landscape, introducing Christianity and imposing foreign values that clashed with local customs, resulting in a hybrid culture (Ekechi, 1971). These cultural differences play a factor in the political behavior and social interactions among Nigerians. Furthermore, the colonial legacy continues to affect Nigeria's foreign policy.
Inherited colonial ties and external pressures from countries like the United States, France, China, and Russia have strained the nation’s attempt to balance national interests with international commitments. The inconsistency in Nigeria's foreign policy is further compounded by regional organizations like the African Union and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS), often varying with different regimes and ideological orientations. Given the complex and global circumstances Nigeria is in, the Nigerian government must focus on the experiences and needs within their own country.
[bookmark: _Toc1722499584][bookmark: _Toc665913052][bookmark: _Toc2021669339][bookmark: _Toc184067633]Cultural Relativism and Moral Universalism
At the heart of this research lies the exploration of the contention between cultural norms and human rights that clash with Western and essentialist ideas about women and feminism; ultimately informing legislation. An interesting case study illustrating this tension is the transportation dynamic in Kano State, Nigeria. Rooted in the Islamic concept of hisbah[footnoteRef:4], the 2005 Kano State public transportation policy introduced gender segregation, prohibiting women from sharing public transport with men (Adetoro et al., 2019). This policy reflects the intricate interplay between cultural relativism and moral universalism, two contrasting perspectives that shape the discourse surrounding the legislation. According to Jack Donnelly in “Cultural Relativism and Universal Human Rights” (1984), cultural relativism advocates for understanding cultural practices within their specific context, asserting that judgments should not be imposed from external, universal standards, while moral universalism contends for the universality of certain human rights principles, challenging cultural practices that may infringe upon these fundamental rights. The clash between these perspectives becomes evident in the reactions to the gender-segregated policy. While some women find it aligned with their cultural and religious beliefs, Western discourse around hisbah critiques it through the lens of gender equality and women's rights. The analysis of this complex interplay offers valuable insights into the broader discussion on the compatibility and tensions between cultural relativism and moral universalism in the realm of human rights. [4:  Hisbah is an Islamic doctrine that oversees the promotion of good and forbids evils (guarded by the Quran’s instructions) within all spheres of human interaction. It is synonymous with accountability and serves as a way to promote good conduct that is in line with the Quran and to avoid all types of haram or misdeeds. Therefore, hisba can be seen as a doctrine that safeguards the society from deviance, protect their faith, and ensure the welfare of the people in both religious and worldly manner guarded by the law of God.] 

Kano State, one of the largest northern Nigerian states, is characterized by a dense population. The Hausa ethnic group predominantly inhabits the region, most of whom practice Islam as their religion (Adetoro et al., 2019). Kano State is also a significant hub for commercial economic activities which gave rise to its complex nature of transportation methods (Okere et al., 2019). The transportation system, which includes the ubiquitous “okada” (motorcycles), “kabukabu” (taxi) buses, and “keke-maruwa” (tricycle), has experienced a notable transformation. The 2005 Kano State public transportation regulation policy sparked widespread controversy, as it not only prohibited women from sharing public transport with men but also imposed legal consequences on non-compliant transport providers, including the risk of prosecution.
A 2019 research study by Adetoro, Ashamu, and Lawan found that women in Kano State largely responded positively to the policy. Some Muslim women within the region view it as upholding the principles of Islamic culture and religion, and others expressed their satisfaction with this policy, underlining their belief that sharing public transport with men is an unpleasant experience (Adetoro et al., 2019). They claimed that the policy served as a practical solution to avoiding those unpleasant experiences. They viewed it as an escape from the often-unavoidable physical contact with members of the opposite sex, a frequent occurrence when using public transport. In the crowded and confined spaces of public transportation, it was nearly impossible to avoid such encounters. Over time, many of these seemingly incidental contacts could escalate into more uncomfortable situations, with a significant number leading to some form of sexual harassment. The ease with which these interactions could cross boundaries left many feeling vulnerable and unsafe during their daily commutes (Adetoro et al., 2019). In this context, these women look at the policy as a form of protection and a response to a perceived infringement on personal space.  
While women in Kano state welcomed the policy of gender segregation in public transport, Western feminist discourse might interpret such policies differently. A parallel can be drawn to the French government’s ban on wearing the hijab[footnoteRef:5], which was implemented in the name of secularism and gender equality (Abdelgadir & Vasiliki, 2020). Despite this, many Muslim women in France view the hijab as an essential part of their cultural and religious identity (Croucher, 2008). The ban, from a Western feminist perspective, might be seen as a move toward liberating women from patriarchal constraints. However, for many Muslim women, it represented a restriction on their autonomy and the freedom to express their faith (Croucher, 2008). Similarly, policies like gender segregation in transport may be interpreted in the West as reinforcing gender inequality and limiting women’s participation in public spaces, even though, within Islamic communities, these policies can be viewed as protective and aligned with cultural norms.  [5:  A hijab is a head covering worn by many Muslim women as part of their religious and cultural practices, typically in public or in the presence of men outside their immediate family. It is not usually worn in private settings or around close male relatives such as fathers, brothers, or sons.] 

A key takeaway from the reaction of women in Kano to the transportation policy is that they overwhelmingly supported the segregation in public transport. They saw it as a means of upholding the principles of Islamic culture and religion, while also preventing physical interactions that could lead to sexual harassment. While this may not align with the views of Western feminists or cultures, it is crucial to recognize that some non-Western communities might embrace such policies as integral to their way of life.  Therefore, these cultural practices should be respected by the Western world and not dismissed as discriminatory simply because they differ from Western norms. This tension highlights the challenge of applying universal concepts of gender equality across diverse cultural contexts.
[bookmark: _Toc1561550974][bookmark: _Toc328449120][bookmark: _Toc110769201][bookmark: _Toc184067634]Intersectionality
Intersectionality is a concept that has gained significant traction within the fields of sociology, feminism, and critical race theory since its inception in the late 1980s. It emerged not only as a response to the existing feminist framework, which had failed to capture the diverse nature of discrimination but also arose from a broader recognition of the complexity of identity and the need to address the unique experiences of individuals who faced multiple forms of discrimination. This concept aimed to center the voices and experiences of marginalized groups, particularly Black women, within both feminist and anti-racist movements. As Coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality is a theoretical framework that acknowledges how various social categories, such as race, gender, class, sexuality, and more, intersect and overlap to create unique and complex experiences of oppression and privilege.
…I am suggesting that Black women can experience discrimination in ways that are both similar to and different from those experienced by white women and Black men. Black women sometimes experience discrimination in ways similar to white women's experiences; sometimes they share very similar experiences with Black men. Yet often they experience double-discrimination-the combined effects of practices which discriminate on the basis of race, and on the basis of sex. And sometimes, they experience discrimination as Black women-not the sum of race and sex discrimination, but as Black women. (Crenshaw, 1989 p. 149)
Crenshaw's argument was based on a critical examination of various legal cases and how they failed to provide adequate remedies for Black women who experienced discrimination. She demonstrated the judiciary system's struggles in comprehending and addressing the complex concept of intersectionality through the examination of three prominent Title VII cases: DeGraffenreid v General Motors, Moore v Hughes Helicopter, and Payne v Traveno. These cases each uniquely highlighted the inadequacies of a legal framework that primarily viewed discrimination through single, isolated lenses. Through these cases, Crenshaw illustrated that the judiciary’s reliance on singular categories of discrimination, whether based on race or gender, inadequately addressed the experiences of individuals who faced multiple forms of oppression simultaneously. These legal limitations served as a powerful argument for recognizing and addressing intersectionality in both legal and social contexts. Crenshaw's work highlighted the urgent need for a more nuanced and inclusive approach to combating discrimination, which acknowledges the complex interplay of various social identities and their impacts on an individual's experiences.
Since the introduction of the term, various feminist scholars have emphasized the importance of acknowledging the unique individual experiences, particularly those of Black women, within feminist discourse, as mainstream media often portrayed feminism as a movement primarily led by and for white women, disregarding the fact that the experiences of Black women differ significantly. Patricia Hill Collins introduced the idea of a “matrix of domination”, which illustrates how various systems of oppression (such as racism, sexism, and classism) intersect and interact to shape individuals’ experiences (Collins, 2002, p. 299). This matrix exposes the complexity of lived experiences and how the one-size-fits-all feminist framework did not account for the experiences and identities of others. While the earlier feminist movement aimed to benefit all women, there was a risk of oversimplification. This simplification led to a framework that primarily served a specific group of women and marginalized those who didn't fit this narrow definition. It resembled a form of oppression because, despite the growing momentum of the feminist movement, it failed to include all women, compelling those excluded to conform to policies and discussions that did not suit their unique needs and experiences.
Audre Lorde’s powerful assertion that freedom must extend to all individuals, regardless of their unique circumstances, underscores the profound challenges Black women face in pursuing gender equality and social justice within a media-promoted feminist framework. She argues that freedom is only meaningful when it is true for all and not just a privileged few. “I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own. And I am not free as long as one person of Color remains chained. Nor is anyone of you” (Lord 1981). Black women found themselves constrained by various social injustices that made it challenging for them to align with the feminist framework promoted by the media. These societal constraints were multifaceted and interconnected, creating a complex web of challenges for Black women in their pursuit of gender equality and social justice. Audre Lorde's argument emphasizes the importance of inclusive solidarity in the fight for justice, challenging simplistic narratives and that freedom must extend to all individuals, regardless of their unique circumstances.
Just as African American women struggled to find their place within the earlier feminist framework due to the intricate interplay of race, gender, class, sexuality, and various other factors, it's important to recognize that African women, too, face distinct challenges that prevent them from neatly fitting into the Western feminist framework. This is because the lived experiences of African women are shaped by a unique set of historical, cultural, and social circumstances that differentiate them from their Western counterparts. African women grapple with gender inequalities, economic disparities, and cultural variances that deeply impact their lives (Dangarembga 1988). In many African societies, cultural norms and expectations often relegate women to subordinate roles, limiting their access to education, economic resources, and decision-making power. These norms as discussed were introduced by the British colonial powers, who imposed their values and norms on societies like Nigeria, which clashed with some local customs and traditions. According to Judith Van Allen (1972), British colonialism in Nigeria disrupted the precolonial political institutions of Igbo women, such as the practice of “sitting on a man”, which was a form of collective protest against male authority. She argues that the colonial state imposed a patriarchal ideology that undermined women’s autonomy and agency, and provoked the Igbo Women’s War of 1929, a violent uprising against colonial taxation and oppression (van Allen, 1972). The colonial era created a hybrid culture that combined elements from different sources. However, this culture also generated conflicts and contradictions among Nigerians who identified with different religions, ethnicities, languages, etc. These cultural differences also influenced Nigeria’s political behavior and social interactions. Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí (1997) challenges the notion of gender as a universal category and claims that it was introduced by the colonialists to create a hierarchy between men and women in Yoruba society. She contends that precolonial Yoruba culture did not have a binary division of sexes, but rather a seniority system based on age and generation. She criticizes Western feminist scholarship for imposing gender as an analytical tool that obscures the diversity and complexity of African societies.
Embedded deeply within the fabric of African societies are these post-colonial norms that deliberately diminish the roles that African women play in their communities, leading to a society that often fails to recognize and appreciate the invaluable contributions of women fully. These entrenched norms often dictate strict gender roles, relegating women to domestic spheres and traditional caregiving roles, while men are often favored in public and decision-making domains. This systemic bias has far-reaching consequences, as it not only limits women's access to education, economic opportunities, and political participation but also perpetuates a societal framework that undervalues the multifaceted contributions women make. Consequently, African communities miss out on the wealth of knowledge, skills, and leadership potential that women possess, hindering progress and equitable development that could be achieved by harnessing the collective talents of both genders.
African women in the diaspora are not excluded from this discourse, as they, too, navigate complex and multifaceted identities and experiences. These women often contend with intersecting dimensions of identity, including race, ethnicity, gender, nationality, and immigration status. The challenge of cultural identity and adaptation arises as they straddle their African heritage and the culture of their host country, impacting their sense of self. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie (2013) offers insights into the complexities of navigating multiple identities abroad as a Black African woman. She delves into questions of identity, belonging, and the profound impact of intersecting identities on the lives of African women; she unravels the nuanced implications that these intersections hold for the lives of African women, which goes beyond the realm of individual experiences, encompassing broader questions concerning identity formation, cultural assimilation, the yearning for a sense of belonging, and the intricate ways in which these intersecting identities collectively mold the lived experiences, aspirations, and societal roles of African women navigating the complexities of life in foreign lands. Adichie (2014) also explains how gender roles, expectations, and stereotypes have been used by society to discriminate, enslave, and limit people, and to compel them to conform to what is deemed “right” or “acceptable” at the expense of being their true selves. “The problem with gender is that it prescribes how we should be rather than recognizing how we are. Imagine how much happier we would be, how much freer to be our true individual selves if we didn’t have the weight of gender expectations” (Adichie, 2014). 
This literature review has highlighted the complexities involved in implementing gender-related policies in Nigeria, especially those influenced by international treaties. It emphasizes the challenges posed by cultural and religious diversity across the states in Nigeria, the legacy of colonialism, and the limitations of universalist feminist approaches. This review also stresses the need for culturally nuanced and locally adapted policy strategies, as well as the significance of intersectionality in understanding gender dynamics. The next chapter will outline the research methods employed to explore these themes further.

[bookmark: _Toc646252748][bookmark: _Toc323030156][bookmark: _Toc1669222844][bookmark: _Toc184067635]Research Method
[bookmark: _Toc184067636]Introduction
For this research, I conducted an in-depth examination of policy uptake and implementation of gender-related laws within Nigeria through a comparative analysis of the Policy on FGC in Adamawa and Imo States. Comparative analysis involves identifying and explaining the similarities and differences between various social contexts, including regions, nations, societies, and cultures, to understand how specific situations or outcomes are shaped by these factors (Smelser, 1973). Building on feminist policy analysis frameworks used by Claire Annesley (2010) and Burnet and Kanakuze (2018), this research aims to illuminate the complex dynamics of gender policy implementation in Nigeria. This comparative research methodology offers insights into how various social and cultural factors shape legislative outcomes and their effectiveness across different regions. Similar to the aforementioned researchers, I intend to explore the topography shaped by complex interplays of cultural, historical, and religious forces operating at federal and state levels and to uncover variations across different Nigerian states, providing insights into the influences molding gender-related laws and their implementation (Annesley, 2010; Burnet & Kanakuze, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc157086632][bookmark: _Toc903761184][bookmark: _Toc883776055][bookmark: _Toc184067637]Research Question
This research focuses on understanding how cultural differences within Nigeria, particularly around womanhood, impact the local implementation of feminist treaties and international agreements. To address this, the research poses the following question: “How do the cultural differences within Nigeria around womanhood impact the local implementation of feminist policies?”
[bookmark: _Toc184067638]Sub-Questions:
To facilitate a comprehensive investigation, I further developed three sub-questions:
a.	What factors shape womanhood in different Nigerian states?
b.	What is the nature of interaction among the government, women’s leaders, community organizations, and other stakeholders regarding gender-related policies?
c.	What is the influence of foreign relations and policies in shaping narratives of womanhood within Nigerian communities?
These questions are essential for understanding the nuanced role women and their diverse experiences play in adopting and tailoring gender-based policies. It is crucial to recognize that the presence of women in political positions alone is insufficient to drive meaningful change. Instead, we must investigate the effectiveness and impact of these women within their roles. The focus should not be merely on the number of women holding political positions but on how their unique perspectives and experiences contribute to policymaking and governance. It is crucial to shift the emphasis from simply counting women in positions of power to evaluating the actual influence they wield and the resources they control. Annesley (2010) highlights this common oversight in gender representation discourse: “The emphasis is on where women have gained representation rather than where they wield political power and resources.” This necessitates the need for a deeper analysis of how women navigate and shape political landscapes, ensuring that their presence translates into substantial and transformative outcomes.
The policy on FGC serves as a focal point for answering my research question because it exemplifies how cultural, religious, and political differences across regions impact the local implementation of feminist policies in Nigeria. By analyzing the FGC policy, I can explore the broader question of how womanhood is defined and shaped in various Nigerian communities and how these definitions influence policy adoption. The distinct approaches to FGC in Imo and Adamawa States allow for a comparative study of how cultural norms and state-level governance affect the enforcement of gender-related laws. This case also provides insight into the influence of foreign treaties, such as the Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act (VAPP), and how external pressures interact with local values to shape policy outcomes. Ultimately, FGC policy allows me to explore the intersection of local traditions with international frameworks, shedding light on the complexities of gender policy implementation in Nigeria.
[bookmark: _Toc702585513][bookmark: _Toc1996879122][bookmark: _Toc2118588901][bookmark: _Toc184067639]Case Selection
To select appropriate cases for comparison, I began by reviewing available data on FGC practices in Nigeria across Muslim/Christian/Traditional religious communities; the six geopolitical zones, which are North-Central, North-East, North-West, South-East, South-South, South-West; the ethnic practices in Northern, Southern, Eastern and Western Nigeria; and the change in their frequency over time. These sources included United Nations annual reports and program evaluations, Nigerian national government, and non-governmental organization sources[footnoteRef:6]. [6:  “Elimination of Female Genital Mutilation: Accelerating Change” by the UNFPA-UNICEF Joint Program (2021), “Female Genital Mutilation in Nigeria: Situation Analysis” by UNFPA Nigeria (2022), “Female Genital Mutilation in Nigeria: A Persisting Challenge for Women’s Rights” by Sanni Yaya and Bishwajit Ghose (2018), and the “Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey 2013” by the National Population Commission (NPC) [Nigeria] and ICF International (2014).] 

According to these reports, from 2014 – 2022, nationally, Imo state had the highest percentage (61%) of women who had undergone FGC, whereas Adamawa state had the lowest rate (0.0%). Additionally, the reports revealed that women aged 15-49 were the primary receivers of FGC, with the Southeast geopolitical zone, which includes Imo state, leading at 35%, and the Northeast geopolitical zone, including Adamawa state, at 6.1%. The ethnic and religious dimensions of FGC practices were also highlighted: the Igbo, a major ethnic group in Imo state, had a 30.7% participation rate in FGC, while the Fulani in Adamawa state had a 12.6% participation rate. By religion, 24.5% of Catholics, the major religion in Imo state, participated in FGC, compared to 18.7% of Muslims, the predominant religion in Adamawa state.
These unexpected and intriguing variations sparked a profound reassessment of my initial beliefs, prompting me to undertake this comprehensive examination. A deep dive into the complex nature of social dynamics, cultural intricacies, religious undercurrents, and political landscapes that underpin this data was imperative. This research journey necessitated not only scrutiny but also a nuanced understanding of the intersectionality of human experience. 
[bookmark: _Toc230166409][bookmark: _Toc871059426][bookmark: _Toc1198230998][bookmark: _Toc184067640]Method Design
[bookmark: _Toc203593994][bookmark: _Toc2025394886][bookmark: _Toc1380091112]Document Analysis:
The first part of this research method design was document analysis. This was used to examine a wide range of relevant texts, specifically reports from key stakeholders, including but not limited to articles from focused non-profits like the WHO, UNICEF, and UNFPA Nigeria; federal policy documents like the Policy on FGC in both Adamawa and Imo states; legal texts; government reports; texts from specialized scholars; and media articles. After a thorough analysis of available data and texts from individuals and non-profits, I discovered that the existing framework on FGC is predominantly biased and one-sided. The current discourse largely marginalizes the voices of local participants and adherents to the practice. This bias is reflected in the federal government's nationwide ban on FGC and the subsequent witch-hunt for “offenders,” which effectively overrides and silences the perspectives and beliefs of those within communities where FGC is practiced. The intervention of foreign bodies such as UNICEF and the World Health Organization (WHO) further exacerbates this issue (primarily using media), as these organizations often focus on global health perspectives and objectives, thereby failing to adequately consider and incorporate the nuanced views and experiences of local populations. An example is the UNICEF 2022 press release titled “UNICEF Warns FGM on the Rise among Young Nigerian Girls.” These campaigns result in a narrative that only highlights the health risks and human rights violations associated with FGC without giving due consideration to the cultural, social, and sometimes religious significance that these practices hold within specific communities. Consequently, the voices of those who support or practice FGC, often based on deeply ingrained cultural traditions, are rarely heard or acknowledged in mainstream discourse. For instance, Fuambai Ahmadu (2007) critiqued the medicalization of FGC for its Euro-American-centric view, where pain is often highlighted as a central concern, leading to accusations of torture. She argued that Western biomedical perspectives often pathologize the sexual experiences of circumcised women without fully understanding the cultural and social contexts in which these practices occur. Sylvia Wynter (1997) criticized the way FGC is labeled as a societal taboo, arguing that the widespread portrayal of Western views in the media represents cultural imperialism. She advocated for a more culturally aware approach to understanding FGC that respects the perspectives and choices of the women involved.
This research addresses this gap by providing a new and unbiased perspective. By giving equal attention to both sides of the debate, I strive to understand and possibly present the viewpoints of those who practice FGC and those who oppose it. It seeks to uncover the underlying cultural, social, and religious motivations for FGC, as well as the impact of the federal ban and international interventions on these communities. In doing so, this research will not only illuminate the complexities and nuances of the FGC debate but also ensure that the voices of local participants are heard and considered.  Ultimately, the goal is to move beyond a one-sided narrative and towards a more inclusive and respectful discourse that honors the diverse perspectives involved. 
[bookmark: _Toc1301629266][bookmark: _Toc1440213251][bookmark: _Toc1531565530]Case Study Analysis:
The second part of this research design involved a case study analysis of Imo and Adamawa states. This served as the central method for the research, enabling a detailed perusal of the specific contexts and experiences within these two states. I studied their cultural practices, historical factors, and political systems that likely shaped the implementation of gender-related policies in both regions.
Both states have completely different political, cultural, and religious backgrounds. Imo state’s culture is predominantly influenced by the Igbo ethnic group, which has deep-rooted traditions and customs that shape the social and cultural life of the state. The Igbo people are known for their vibrant festivals, intricate traditional attire, and a strong emphasis on community and family values. Religiously, Imo state is dominantly Christian, with a significant majority adhering to the Catholic faith. The state's separation from the church ensures that religious practices do not influence the political atmosphere, maintaining a clear distinction between spiritual and governmental affairs (Eneji, Ogundu & Ojelade, 2019).
In contrast, Adamawa state is characterized by a rich cultural diversity, housing various ethnic groups, each contributing to the state's unique cultural mosaic. Among these groups are the Fulanis, who have a significant presence in the state and are known for their pastoral lifestyle, beadwork, and Fulfulde language. Additionally, the Gude people, with their distinct agricultural practices and traditional dances, and the Chamba people, who are recognized for their elaborate ceremonies and musical heritage, further enrich the cultural landscape of Adamawa state. Religiously, Adamawa is dominated by Muslims, and this has a profound impact on the state's governance. Islamic practices heavily influence the government, intertwining religious beliefs with political decisions and administrative policies. Each ethnic group in Adamawa brings its unique traditions, languages, and customs, creating a diverse and multifaceted cultural environment that contrasts sharply with the more homogenous Igbo culture and independent governance of Imo State. 
[bookmark: _Toc2032463724][bookmark: _Toc1017179843][bookmark: _Toc237226156]Comparative Analysis:
The third part of the design is a comparative analysis. This was employed to describe and explain the findings from the case study, specifically to highlight the similarities or differences in the implementation and consequences of gender-related policies across the two states. By systematically comparing the cases of Adamawa and Imo states, the research aimed to identify patterns and differences attributed to cultural, historical, and political factors. This method involved evaluating the effectiveness, challenges, and impact of the Policy on FGC in both states, providing a broader understanding of how local contexts shape the enactment and success of gender-related laws. The method of comparative analysis helped to draw broader conclusions about the influence of socio-cultural differences on policy outcomes.
Furthermore, by employing this research method, I intended to draw attention to how Western feminism, often propagated with a universalizing narrative, fails to adequately account for the intersectionality of women's experiences in diverse cultural contexts beyond its scope.
[bookmark: _Toc1904554805][bookmark: _Toc89171941][bookmark: _Toc44159014][bookmark: _Toc184067641]Research Methods
Using feminist policy analysis frameworks (Annesley 2010; Burnet and Kanakuze 2018) as a model, I first identified the key actors involved in FGC and analyzed local incentives driving this practice. Second, I examined local perceptions of FGC and assessed women's role in sustaining or challenging it within their communities. Third, I investigated the representation of women in positions of cultural authority in each state. Finally, I evaluated women's participation in politics at the state level, focusing mainly on their involvement in implementing policies related to FGC.
To identify the key actors involved in the practice of FGC, I reviewed NGO reports on the practice in Adamawa and Imo states. I mapped the informal actors in local communities who are involved in decision-making about FGC, such as determining whom to cut, when to cut, and how the procedure is done, as well as those involved in the post-cutting recovery process.
Next, I analyzed the incentives driving this practice and discovered that community members play a more significant role in FGC than parents. I also examined existing institutional frameworks to understand their roles in discussing FGC. Additionally, I explored prevalent ideas and perceptions surrounding the practice and assessed women's role in sustaining or challenging it within their communities. At this point, I realized the biases present in the existing frameworks. Most prominent was the use of the word “mutilation” to describe the procedure, as evident in the policy’s word choice “The Policy on Female Genital Mutilation” in Nigeria. This inherently frames it as violent and brutal, which can, as it did with me, lead to a negative preconception of the practice. This terminology might influence a reader’s perception before further information is provided, creating a bias that can be difficult to overcome. For individuals who have access only to literature that labels the practice as “mutilation”, there is a significant risk of developing a one-sided view that fails to consider the cultural and social contexts in which FGC occurs. Although the term “genital cutting” does not carry a strong negative connotation compared to “mutilation”, it is used less frequently in Western discourse, perhaps to incite more outrage and reinforce a particular narrative about the practice. This term (mutilation) can alienate the communities being studied, making them feel judged and misunderstood, which in turn can hinder constructive dialogue and the potential for culturally sensitive interventions.
Recognizing this bias made me acutely aware of the importance of language in shaping our understanding of complex cultural practices. It underscored the need for a more nuanced approach that respects the perspectives of the people involved. By critically examining the language used in the existing literature and being mindful of my preconceptions, I aimed to adopt a more balanced and respectful viewpoint that would facilitate a deeper understanding of the complex nature of FGC. As I dug deeper into the literature, I made the conscious decision to switch from using “female genital mutilation” to “female genital cutting”. This reflected my commitment to fostering a more respectful dialogue surrounding the practice. While “mutilation” evokes strong negative emotions, “cutting” allows for a more neutral perspective that can better encompass the cultural significance and varied motivations behind the practice. By adopting this terminology, I sought to honor the voices and experiences of those directly involved in the practice, encouraging a more open and informed discussion that acknowledges the complexities inherent in cultural practices without reducing them to simplistic labels. This change also aimed to challenge prevailing narratives that often overlook the perspectives of communities engaged in the practice.
I then assessed the representation of women in positions of cultural authority, including roles in religious and spiritual leadership. In Imo state, I could not find any existing data about women priests in the Catholic church. However, in traditional practices, women often held positions as spiritual leaders, referred to as priestesses, exerting significant influence within their communities. Conversely, in Adamawa state, women hold positions that carry specific cultural and social responsibilities, although they do not typically hold general leadership positions in religious institutions. This evaluation helped determine the influence and impact these women have on cultural practices within their respective communities, shedding light on religious dynamics and customary roles of women in spiritual leadership.
Finally, I evaluated women's participation in politics at the state level, focusing mainly on their involvement in implementing policies related to FGC. This included examining how women lawmakers and policymakers influence legislative agendas and advocate for the rights and well-being of women in their jurisdiction. In addition, my analysis extended to the grassroots level, where I investigated the direct impact of women's roles in policy implementation. At this level, women often serve as community leaders, activists, and educators, driving initiatives that promote awareness, provide support services, and advocate for legislative changes. By studying women's engagement, from policy formulation to grassroots activism, I gained more profound insights into the diverse strategies employed to address FGC. These strategies encompass community empowerment, healthcare interventions, educational programs, and legal reforms. Understanding the dynamics of women's participation in political and grassroots efforts illuminated their role in advancing policies.
[bookmark: _Toc1628750995][bookmark: _Toc265003670][bookmark: _Toc1017990950][bookmark: _Toc184067642]Limitations
One of the primary challenges I encountered during this research was the limited availability and accessibility of a broad scope of data, particularly concerning Nigerian feminist literature regarding FGC, which was notably scarce. This constraint significantly impacted the depth and breadth of my initial research efforts, as many of the reports and scholarly texts I accessed exhibited biases in their findings and conclusions, thereby stunting the progression of this study.
Additionally, the lack of direct engagement through on-the-ground interviews with various stakeholders in Nigeria represented another significant limitation. Conducting such interviews would have provided invaluable insights and amplified the voices of those directly affected. However, logistical constraints, including time limitations and visa requirements, prevented me from conducting fieldwork in Nigeria.
[bookmark: _Toc25115470][bookmark: _Toc567503502][bookmark: _Toc611316880][bookmark: _Toc184067643]Ethical Consideration
Cultural sensitivity is vital in this research. Wynter (1997) states that biases can unwittingly transform into forms of cultural imperialism. This could potentially overshadow the integrity of this entire study. Cultural relativism advocates for understanding cultural practices within their specific context, asserting that judgments should not be imposed from external, universal standards. At the same time, moral universalism contends for the universality of certain human rights principles, challenging cultural practices that may infringe upon these fundamental rights (Donnelley, 1984). I recognized the importance of maintaining cultural sensitivity throughout this research. Approaching this investigation with acute sensitivity was imperative. This involved a deliberate effort to acknowledge and appreciate the diverse cultural contexts involved in FGC practices. Ensuring that my research methods and interpretations respected and honored the viewpoints of the individuals, communities, and states involved was essential. I was mindful of avoiding the imposition of external judgments or values that could undermine the nuanced local perspectives on FGC. Instead, I endeavored to engage with the cultural complexities and sensitivities surrounding this practice. By doing so, I aimed to present a comprehensive and respectful portrayal of the realities experienced by communities that either practiced or did not practice FGC.


[bookmark: _Toc2076390391][bookmark: _Toc982406216][bookmark: _Toc2014396219]

[bookmark: _Toc184067644]FEMALE GENITAL CUTTING
[bookmark: _Toc184067645]Introduction
Female genital cutting (FGC), more commonly known as female genital mutilation (FGM), represents a complex and deeply entrenched cultural tradition that has ignited extensive debate and controversy on a global scale. Within feminist discourse, the discussion surrounding FGC is intertwined with broader issues of power dynamics, colonial legacies, and systemic gender inequalities. This practice raises profound questions about bodily autonomy, cultural relativism, and the intersectionality of gender-based violence. Consequently, addressing FGC necessitates a multifaceted approach that acknowledges its cultural significance while acknowledging women's rights and well-being. The World Health Organization defines FGC as “all procedures which involve partial or total removal of the external female genital organs, whether for cultural or any other non-therapeutic (non-medical) reason” (WHO Report, 1995). 
The World Health Organization (WHO) classifies FGC into four major types. Type 1 involves the partial or total removal of the clitoral glans, the external and visible part of the clitoris, as well as the prepuce or clitoral hood, the fold of skin surrounding the clitoral glans, which is a sensitive part of the female genitals. Type 2 entails the partial or total removal of the clitoral glans and the labia minora, the inner folds of the vulva, with or without removal of the labia majora, the outer folds of the skin of the vulva. Type 3, also known as infibulation, is characterized by the narrowing of the vaginal opening through the creation of a covering seal. This seal is formed by cutting and repositioning the labia minora or labia majora, sometimes through stitching, with or without removal of the clitoral prepuce or clitoral hood and glans. Lastly, Type 4 encompasses all other harmful procedures to the female genitalia for non-medical purposes, such as pricking, piercing, incising, scraping, and cauterizing the genital area. (WHO Report, 1995)
It is important to note that, anthropological research indicates that communities practicing FGC often also practice male genital cutting, with overlapping motives and conditions (Abu-Sahlieh, 2006). This raises questions about the selective focus on FGC and the neglect of male circumcision in discussions of genital cutting practices. In “Male and Female Circumcision: The Myth of the Difference” Abu-Sahlieh challenges the commonly held belief that male and female circumcision are fundamentally different practices. Drawing on historical, cultural, and medical evidence, he argues that the purported distinctions between male and female genital cutting are largely mythical and based on biased perceptions rather than objective analysis, highlighting that cultural and religious justifications are often cited for both male and female genital cutting. He further explores the medical implications of male and female circumcision, debunking the notion that male circumcision is medically benign. In contrast, female circumcision is inherently harmful, arguing that both practices carry potential health risks and can have long-term physical and psychological consequences for individuals subjected to them. However, according to Dorkenoo, who is responsible for WHO policy on sexual mutilation: “Clitoridectomy, which is the most common form of FGC, is analogous to penisectomy rather than to circumcision. Male circumcision involves cutting the tip of the protective hood of skin that covers the penis but does not damage the penis, the organ for sexual pleasure. Clitoridectomy damages or destroys the organ for sexual pleasure in the female” (Dorkenoo, 1994) Implying that while male circumcision involves the removal of a relatively minor and seemingly non-essential part of the male genitalia, clitoridectomy involves the removal of a vital and central aspect of female sexual anatomy, significantly affecting sexual pleasure and function. Both arguments bring to light the importance of contextualizing discussions of both male and female circumcision within broader social, cultural, and ethical frameworks, and advocating for the rights, autonomy, and well-being of all individuals affected by this practice.
[bookmark: _Hlk169455277]Fuambai Ahmadu's chapter “Ain't I a Woman Too?': Challenging Myths of Sexual Dysfunction in Circumcised Women” (2007), critiques the medicalization of FGC for its Euro-American-centric view, where pain is often highlighted as a central concern, leading to accusations of torture. She argues that Western biomedical perspectives often pathologize the sexual experiences of circumcised women without fully understanding the cultural and social contexts in which these practices occur. She challenges the notion that FGC inherently causes sexual dysfunction, drawing on personal experience, some empirical evidence, and testimonies from circumcised women who report positive sexual experiences and agency over their bodies.
As many sex researchers have noted, particularly in relation to male sexual issues, fears about sexual dysfunction on their own can lead to or exacerbate actual experiences of dysfunction. Unfortunately, circumcised female adolescents and women have little access to straightforward, nonprejudicial, and non-presumptuous information about the nature of their operations and all that makes up women’s sexual anatomy, the clitoris and beyond, making it difficult to judge for themselves what links, if any, there are between circumcision and sexuality. (Ahmadu, 2007)
Ahmadu points out a critical issue concerning the lack of accessible and unbiased information available to circumcised female adolescents and women regarding their sexual anatomy and experiences, highlighting that as fears about sexual dysfunction can impact male sexual experiences, similar concerns may affect female individuals who have undergone circumcision. Unlike males, who often have more accessible information about their genital anatomy and sexual function, females may struggle to find reliable resources that explain the specifics of their procedures and the broader context of female sexual anatomy, particularly regarding the clitoris and other relevant structures.
This lack of accessible information makes it difficult for circumcised females to make informed judgments about the potential links between circumcision and sexuality. Without adequate knowledge about their bodies and the effects of circumcision, these individuals may grapple with uncertainty and anxiety about their sexual experiences. Moreover, societal taboos and cultural norms surrounding discussions of female sexuality may further contribute to the challenges faced by circumcised females in accessing accurate information and seeking support for their sexual health concerns. 
The classification of FGC as a “societal taboo” is what Sylvia Winter in her seminal article, “Genital Mutilation or "Symbolic Birth? Female Circumcision, Lost Origins, and the Aculturalism of Feminist/Western Thought” describes as “cultural imperialism” and citing T.E.B. Sow, who pointed out that the “Western concept of ‘human nature’ is a theoretical fiction”. This statement challenges the notion that there exists a universal, fixed understanding of "human nature" that applies to all individuals across different cultures and contexts. Instead, it suggests that the idea of “human nature” as commonly understood in Western thought is a theoretical construct or fiction. In Western philosophy and social sciences, the concept of “human nature” often refers to inherent or essential characteristics that are believed to define what it means to be human (Akash et al., 2019). These characteristics might include rationality, self-interest, or certain moral principles. However, this understanding of “human nature” is based on culturally specific assumptions and biases, and it may not accurately capture the diversity and complexity of human experiences and behaviors. Wynter calls for a more nuanced and culturally sensitive approach to understanding FGC, one that recognizes the agency and autonomy of affected women and challenges Western-centric perspectives on the practice. She emphasizes the importance of engaging with the cultural meanings and functions of FGC and advocating for the rights and well-being of circumcised women within their cultural contexts.
The normative discourse surrounding FGC in Africa and most countries in the Global South is a complex web of narratives that bears striking resemblances to those historically employed to justify imperialistic endeavors. Within this discourse, and as outlined by Stanlie M. James in her seminal article “Shades of Othering: Reflections on Female Circumcision/Genital Mutilation”, non-Western women are often depicted as victims oppressed by non-Western men, perpetuating stereotypes and reinforcing hierarchical power dynamics rooted in race, gender, and colonialism. James' analysis lies in the concept of "othering," a process through which individuals or groups are marginalized, exoticized, or stigmatized based on perceived differences (Stanlie, 1998). Drawing upon feminist and postcolonial theory, she critically examines how FGC has been subjected to various forms of othering, perpetuated by both Western and non-Western actors. James' interrogation of the discursive construction of FGC as a monolithic, universally condemned practice unveils the underlying power dynamics and cultural biases shaping Western perceptions of non-Western women's bodies. By framing FGC solely within the context of patriarchal control and cultural backwardness, colonial narratives conveniently overlook the multifaceted realities and agency of women within practicing communities. This reductionist portrayal not only essentializes the experiences of women but also serves to reinforce Western superiority and the civilizing mission of colonial powers. The colonial gaze, thus, becomes a tool through which Western societies assert their moral authority and justify interventionist policies under the guise of women's rights and humanitarianism. However, this narrative conveniently sidesteps the historical and ongoing legacies of colonialism, which have played a significant role in shaping the social, economic, and political conditions that perpetuate practices like FGC. Additionally, the colonial discourse fails to recognize the agency and resistance of African women in challenging oppressive structures and redefining cultural norms on their terms. Walley (1997) elucidates how Western feminist movements have often portrayed FGC as emblematic of patriarchal oppression and have advocated for their eradication, which results in the foregrounding of the voices of African and diasporic feminists who challenge Western-centric viewpoints and advocate for culturally sensitive approaches that prioritize the agency and autonomy of women in affected communities. She critiques essentialist portrayals of FGC as monolithic practices and instead emphasizes the diversity of meanings and motivations behind them. She examines the role of international organizations, such as the United Nations, in shaping discourses and interventions related to FGC, while also critiquing the top-down approaches that often neglect the voices and agency of practicing communities.
[bookmark: _Toc1034149409][bookmark: _Toc531775956][bookmark: _Toc1573942752][bookmark: _Toc184067646]Overview of FGC in Nigeria
Approximately 200 million girls and women currently living in regions where FGC is prevalent are believed to have undergone the procedure (UNICEF, 2022). It is estimated that each year, approximately 3 million girls are faced with the decision to undergo FGC, with the majority undergoing the procedure before they reach the age of 15 (WHO, 2019). UNICEF (2022) reports that Nigeria has the third-highest prevalence of women and children who have experienced FGC. Among women aged 15 to 49 in Nigeria, the prevalence of FGC decreased from 25% in 2013 to 20% in 2018. However, during the same timeframe, the rate among girls aged 0 to 14 increased from 16.9% to 19.2% (UNICEF, 2022). In the areas where it is practiced, FGC is often performed under unsanitary conditions and using non-sterile techniques, contributing to numerous medical complications for the individuals subjected to it (Ofonime and Okon, 2012).
Below is a series of figures and tables that are included to provide a detailed analysis of the data on FGC across Nigeria. All data have been retrieved from the Nigeria Demographic Health Survey (NDHS) reports from 2003 to 2018. One important point to note, as suggested by Ajaegbu (2024) in their study titled “The Role of Culture in The Continued Practice of Female Genital Mutilation: A Study of Attah Community, Imo State,” is that some individuals may not be aware that they have undergone an FGC procedure. This lack of awareness can contribute to fluctuations in the data, as the level of awareness on the topic might influence the increase and decrease in reported cases. It is possible that as people become more informed about FGC, they can better identify it. Consequently, these data might reflect the shifts in awareness rather than an actual change in the practice's prevalence. Additionally, it highlights the need for comprehensive surveys and studies that consider the varying levels of awareness among different populations to provide a more accurate picture of FGC prevalence.                    
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[bookmark: _Toc178159660]Figure 1.Map of Nigeria indicating FGC by State 2018

Figure 1 shows Nigeria's map indicating FGC by state as of 2018. This map serves as a visual representation of the prevalence of FGC across Nigeria's states in 2018. The color-coded map showcases where FGC is most and least prevalent. Green indicates states in which the rate of FGC is below 12%; yellow shows states where FGC is at a rate of 13% to 26%; coral displays states that have a 27% to 37% rate of FGC; orange illustrates states with a 38% to 50% rate of FGC and finally, red denotes states with 51% to 62% prevalence of FGC. For instance, states such as Imo (Owerri) and Ekiti in red exhibit higher rates of FGC, while states such as Bayelsa and Adamawa generally show lower prevalence.
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[bookmark: _Toc178159661]Figure 2. FGC by Zones/Regions 2018

Figure 2 breaks down FGC prevalence by Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones. The data indicates significant regional differences, with the Southeast (yellow) showing the highest percentage (30%), followed by the Southwest (green) 25% and the South-South (azure) 17%. In contrast, the North Central (blue) is at 8%, Northeast (orange) 5%, and Northwest (grey) 17% have comparatively lower rates. These disparities can be attributed to the varying cultural, and religious, levels of education and socio-economic factors influencing FGC practices in these regions. 


[bookmark: _Toc184067647][bookmark: _Toc179905218]Data report on FGC Prevalence in Nigeria (2013–2018)
Table 1. Nigerian State according to Zones/Region
	North Central
	North 
East
	North 
West
	South 
East
	South 
South
	South
West

	FCT-Abuja
Benue 
Kogi 
Kwara 
Nasarawa 
Niger 
Plateau
	Adamawa 
Bauchi 
Borno 
Gombe 
Taraba 
Yobe
	Jigawa 
Kaduna 
Kano 
Katsina 
Kebbi 
Sokoto 
Zamfara
	Abia 
Anambra
Ebonyi 
Enugu 
Imo
	Akwa Ibom
Bayelsa
Cross River
Delta
Edo
Rivers
	Ekiti
Lagos
Ogun
Ondo
Osun
Oyo



Table 1 categorizes each Nigerian state into one of the six geopolitical zones: North Central, North East, North West, South East, South South, and South West. This categorization provides a framework for regional analysis, allowing for comparing data from different regions to understand broader trends and differences in FGC prevalence. Understanding these differences is essential for formulating and implementing effective, region-specific policies. For instance, the prevalence of FGC can vary significantly from one region to another due to differences in cultural practices, religious beliefs, levels of education, and socio-economic factors. Tailored policies that consider the unique context of each region are necessary to ensure they resonate with the local populations and the specific practice drivers in each area. 
[bookmark: _Toc179905219]Table 2.  National FGC Data Report from 2003 - 2018
	
	Zones/ Regions
	2003
	2008
	2013
	2018

	1.
	North Central
	9.6
	11.4
	9.9
	9.9

	2.
	North East
	1.3
	2.7
	2.9
	6.1

	3.
	North West
	0.4
	19.6
	20.7
	20.2

	4.
	South East
	40.8
	52.8
	49.0
	35.0

	5.
	South South
	34.7
	34.2
	25.8
	17.7

	6.
	South West
	56.9
	53.4
	47.5
	30.0



Table 2 tracks the prevalence of FGC across the six geopolitical zones, showing trends and changes over 15 years. In North-Central, the FGC rate remained relatively stable, slightly increasing from 9.6% in 2003 to 9.9% in 2018. The North-East significantly increased from 1.3% in 2003 to 6.1% in 2018. The North-West experienced the most notable increase, from 0.4% in 2003 to 20.2% in 2018. Conversely, the South-East showed an increase from 40.8% in 2003 to 52.8% in 2008, then decreased from 52.8% to 35.0% in 2018. The South-South significantly declined from 34.7% in 2003 to 17.7% in 2018. The South-West decreased from 56.9% in 2003 to 30.0% in 2018.

[bookmark: _Toc179905220]Table 3. National FGC Data Report by Religion between 2013 and 2018
	
	Religion
	2013
	2018

	1.
	Catholic
	31.4
	24.5

	2.
	Other Christian
	29.3
	19.4

	3.
	Islam
	20.1
	18.7

	4.
	Traditionalist
	34.8
	11.9

	5.
	Other
	-
	2.2



Table 3 highlights FGC prevalence among different religious groups, illustrating the role of religion in the practice. Religion is a fundamental aspect of life for many Nigerians as it influences cultural norms, social rules, and behaviors that shape gender roles and expectations. The three main religions in Nigeria are Christianity, Islam, and Traditional African Religion. Among Christian Catholics, the prevalence of FGC decreased from 31.4% in 2013 to 24.5% in 2018. Other Christian groups saw a similar decline from 29.3% to 19.4%. The rate among Muslims showed a modest decrease from 20.1% to 18.7%. Traditionalists experienced a significant drop from 34.8% to 11.9%. This table is significant to this research because of the critical roles religion and religious leaders play in the daily lives of Nigerian communities. These data from NDHS challenge the common assumption among many Western feminists that FGC is predominantly promoted within Islam as a means of controlling women’s sexuality (Asmani and Abdi 2008, 4). In Nigeria, as seen above, Muslim women have a lower overall percentage of FGC, while Catholics have the highest percentage. This disparity suggests that the practice of FGC is influenced by more than religious factors.  
The significant drop in FGC prevalence among traditionalists, from 34.8% to 11.9%, is particularly noteworthy. Although there could be several explanations for this decline, there is not enough data to fully explain and support those reasons. Possible factors might include increased awareness of FGC through advocacy efforts by non-profit organizations or greater flexibility in modifying cultural practices among traditionalist communities. For other religious groups, data was collected only in 2018, so there is no previous data to compare. 

[bookmark: _Toc179905221]Table 4.  National FGC Data Report by Education from 2003 - 2018
	
	Level of Education
	2003
	2008
	2013
	2018

	1.
	No Education
	-
	18.0
	17.2
	17.2

	2.
	Primary Education
	-
	35.8
	30.7
	25.6

	3.
	Secondary Education
	-
	36.0
	28.8
	19.4

	4.
	More than Secondary
	-
	37.2
	29.1
	19.5



Table 4 displays the national FGC data report by education from 2003 – 2018. Formal education (lack of) has often been blamed for the prevalence of FGC, especially in rural communities (Okemgbo 2002, 105). It is vital for this study to outline the prevalence amongst individuals based on education level. Among individuals without education, the rate remained steady at 17.2% in 2008 and 2018. For those with primary education, there was a decrease from 35.8% in 2008 to 25.6% in 2018. Those with secondary education saw a significant drop from 36.0% in 2008 to 19.4% in 2018. For individuals with more than secondary education, the most dramatic decline was from 37.2% in 2008 to 19.5% in 2018. This data exposes that people with no formal education have the lowest rate of FGC, which is the opposite of popular belief.

[bookmark: _Toc179905222]Table 5. National FGC Data Report by Ethnic Group from 2003 - 2018
	
	Ethnic Group
	2003
	2008
	2013
	2018

	1.
	Fulani
	0.6
	8.5
	13.2
	12.6

	2.
	Hausa
	0.4
	20.3
	19.4
	19.7

	3.
	Igbo
	45.1
	51.4
	45.2
	30.7

	4.
	Kanuri
	0.5
	-
	2.6
	5.6

	5.
	Tiv
	0.9
	-
	0.3
	0.8

	6.
	Yoruba
	60.7
	58.4
	54.5
	34.7

	7.
	Ijaw/Izon
	15.7
	23.5
	11.0
	6.9

	8.
	Ekoi
	-
	34.9
	56.9
	11.6

	9.
	Ibibio
	-
	15.8
	12.8
	9.3

	10.
	Other
	-
	14.0
	13.4
	10.0



Table 5 reveals the prevalence of FGC among various ethnic groups, showcasing how cultural traditions might influence FGC practices. Among the Fulanis, the rate increased from 0.6% in 2003 to 12.6% in 2018, while the Hausas saw an increase from 0.4% in 2003 to 19.7% in 2018. The Igbos experienced a decrease from 45.1% in 2003 to 30.7% in 2018, and the Kanuri saw an increase from 0.5% in 2003 to 5.6% in 2018. The Tiv remained low, slightly decreasing from 0.9% in 2003 to 0.8% in 2018. The Yorubas saw a significant decrease from 60.7% in 2003 to 34.7% in 2018, and the Ijaw/Izon decreased from 15.7% in 2003 to 6.9% in 2018. The Ekoi experienced a dramatic decrease from 34.9% in 2008 to 11.6% in 2018, and the Ibibio saw a decrease from 15.8% in 2008 to 9.3% in 2018. The “Other” category of ethnic groups in Nigeria decreased from 14.0% in 2008 to 10.0% in 2018.
According to a clinical survey carried out in the Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology at Ahmadu Bello University Teaching Hospital in Zaria, Kaduna State, Nigeria, by M.U. Mandara (2003), the fluctuation in the percentages might be attributed to the fact that some women were unaware that they had undergone the procedure. This lack of awareness could be due to the age at which the procedure was performed on them, as 55% of the participants reported having probably undergone it in their childhood (Mandara 2003, 294). This factor adds complexity to the data, indicating that self-reported prevalence might not fully capture the extent of FGC practices, especially in communities where the procedure is performed at a very young age. The data underscores the influence of ethnic traditions on FGC practices, highlighting the varying degrees of adherence to FGC practices across different ethnic groups and suggesting that policies must be tailored to address specific cultural beliefs and practices within each group.

[bookmark: _Toc179905223]Table 6.  State FGC Data Report for 2013 and 2018
	
	States
	2013
	2018

	1. 
	FCT-Abuja
	6.1
	5.1

	2. 
	Benue
	8.4
	5.3

	3. 
	Kogi
	1.7
	1.0

	4. 
	Kwara
	53.3
	46.0

	5. 
	Nasarawa
	9.0
	1.8

	6. 
	Niger
	2.5
	10.5

	7. 
	Plateau
	1.7
	3.0

	8. 
	Adamawa
	1.0
	0.0

	9. 
	Bauchi
	5.2
	10.7

	10. 
	Borno
	2.3
	2.4

	11. 
	Gombe
	2.9
	0.1

	12. 
	Taraba
	2.8
	3.9

	13. 
	Yobe
	2.6
	14.2

	14. 
	Jigawa
	39.4
	34.1

	15. 
	Kaduna
	25.1
	18.8

	16. 
	Kano
	40.9
	22.2

	17. 
	Katsina
	0.1
	1.4

	18. 
	Kebbi
	2.6
	1.6

	19. 
	Sokoto
	3.0
	5.4

	20. 
	Zamfara
	1.7
	5.3

	21. 
	Abia
	31.9
	12.2

	22. 
	Anambra
	23.4
	21.4

	23. 
	Ebonyi
	74.2
	53.2

	24. 
	Enugu
	40.3
	25.3

	25. 
	Imo
	68.0
	61.7

	26. 
	Akwa Ibom
	11.0
	10.2

	27. 
	Bayelsa
	16.2
	6.7

	28. 
	Cross River
	32.2
	11.9

	29. 
	Delta
	40.3
	33.7

	30. 
	Edo
	41.6
	35.5

	31. 
	Rivers
	14.6
	9.3

	32. 
	Ekiti
	72.3
	57.9

	33. 
	Lagos
	34.8
	23.7

	34. 
	Ogun
	11.2
	8.2

	35. 
	Ondo
	45.0
	43.7

	36. 
	Osun
	76.6
	45.9

	37. 
	Oyo
	65.6
	31.1



Table 6 provides a detailed look at FGC prevalence in specific states for 2013 and 2018, revealing trends and changes. Imo and Adamawa state recorded the highest and lowest rates, respectively. In Imo, the prevalence decreased from 68.0% in 2013 to 61.7% in 2018, while Osun saw a dramatic decrease from 76.6% in 2013 to 45.9% in 2018. Ekiti experienced a decrease from 72.3% in 2013 to 57.9% in 2018, and Ebonyi saw a decrease from 74.2% in 2013 to 53.2% in 2018. However, some states showed increases, such as Niger and Bauchi. Understanding these trends at the state level is essential for implementing effective policies and programs, which is the primary goal of this research. This detailed state-level analysis helps identify specific regions where FGC practices are declining and where they are persistent. 
According to Boluwatife (2023), FGC in Nigeria represents a complex issue deeply interwoven into the social and religious fabric of diverse communities across the country. Its practice is deeply influenced by factors such as ethnicity, levels of education, and socioeconomic status, reflecting a tangled amalgamation of cultural norms and beliefs. It is estimated that approximately 20 million Nigerian women and girls (Nnanatu et al., 2012) have undergone some form of FGC, which accentuates the extensive nature of the practice within Nigerian society.
The persistence of FGC in Nigeria spans across generations. It is deeply entrenched as a cultural practice perceived as a crucial rite of passage for young girls and a prerequisite for marriage within many communities (Alo and Adetunji, 2022). Embedded within traditional belief systems, FGC is often regarded as a means to ensure female innocence and purity, serving as a symbolic ritual to safeguard familial honor and uphold community values. It is commonly believed that undergoing FGC enhances a woman’s femininity and increases her prospects of securing a suitable marriage partner (Alo and Adetunji, 2022).
The endorsement of FGC by community leaders and elders significantly reinforces its social acceptance and continuation. These influential figures play pivotal roles in promoting and preserving cultural traditions, including FGC, as they view it as an integral part of their cultural heritage and identity (Tieleman & Uitermark 2019). They view it as a tradition that fosters solidarity and preserves collective values, and their endorsement of the practice is often seen as essential for the community's cultural continuity. These leaders may also argue that FGC is necessary for the proper socialization of girls, ensuring their acceptance and respect within the community (Nwakama et al., 2023).
In many cases, the authority of local community leaders supersedes that of parents, especially in matters related to traditional practices (Tieleman & Uitermark 2019). This dynamic means that even if parents are hesitant about performing genital cutting on their children, they may feel compelled to comply due to the pressure exerted by community leaders and the desire to maintain social harmony. This exposes the complex interplay between cultural authority and individual agencies in cultural settings, highlighting the need for culturally sensitive approaches to policy implementation and community engagement.
Imo state in Nigeria currently has the highest rate of FGC, with 61.7 percent of women and girls undergoing the procedure, while Adamawa state has a 0.0 percent occurrence (UNICEF, 2022). This stark contrast between Imo and Adamawa states shows the interplay of socio-cultural factors, historical contexts, and policy interventions that shape attitudes and behaviors towards FGC within different communities. Cultural beliefs, socio-economic disparities, and limited access to education and healthcare services may influence Imo state's high prevalence and Adamawa state’s low prevalence. Adamawa state's absence of reported cases might also be attributed to community-led efforts, awareness campaigns, and cultural norms prioritizing protecting women's rights and well-being. As I go deeper into understanding the dynamics of FGC within these two states, it becomes evident that localized approaches tailored to specific contexts are essential. This is due to stark political, socio-cultural, and religious differences, despite both states being in the same country.
[bookmark: _Toc174058190][bookmark: _Toc1728471921][bookmark: _Toc1808050138][bookmark: _Toc184067648]Classification of FGC in Nigeria
According to the Federal Ministry of Health Nigeria (2021), and in line with the WHO classification system, FGC in Nigeria is classified into four types. Type I, or clitoridectomy, involves the removal of the prepuce or the hood of the clitoris and all or part of the clitoris, typically involving only a part of the clitoris in Nigeria. Type II, also known as “sunna,” is more drastic, involving the removal of the clitoris and partial or total excision of the labia minora. Types I and II are more common but less excessive than Type III. Type III, labeled as infibulation, is the most radical, involving the removal of the clitoris, labia minora, and adjacent medial parts of the labia majora, followed by stitching the vaginal opening, leaving only a tiny hole for menstrual flow or urine. Type IV encompasses various unclassified forms such as intrusion, gishiri cuts, pricking, piercing, incision of the clitoris and labia, scraping or cutting of the vagina (angry cuts), stretching the clitoris and labia, cauterization and the introduction of corrosive substances and herbs into the vagina (Okeke et al., 2012). While it is essential to understand and respect cultural traditions, the WHO (2019) has advocated against this practice. They have stated it is more important to protect children's rights and promote practices that do not compromise their health and well-being. By subjecting individuals to this procedure at a tender age, without their consent, deprives them of their fundamental human rights and agency over their bodies.  
In light of these concerns, international organizations, governments, and grassroots movements have made concerted and ongoing efforts to eradicate the practice (WHO, 2019). Two prominent examples are the United Nations (UN) and the WHO, which have launched extensive campaigns to raise awareness about the “dangers” of genital cutting and advocate for its abolition. Subsequently, governments worldwide have responded by enacting stringent laws and policies to criminalize the practice and punish those who perform it. Unfortunately, a critical gap remains in addressing the perspectives of participants who consent to the procedure. This one-size-fits-all approach can lead to unintended consequences. For instance, it may drive the practice underground, making it even more dangerous as it becomes harder to regulate and ensure safety. This may be the reason for the increase in Nigeria’s 2021 FGC rates in children 0-14 years from 16.9% to 19.2%. It can also create a backlash within communities that feel their cultural practices are under attack, fostering resistance rather than cooperation. By not fully engaging with the perspectives of those who consent to the procedure, efforts to eradicate genital cutting may inadvertently alienate the very communities they aim to protect, hindering progress and perpetuating a cycle of mistrust and misunderstanding. This oversight can result in policies failing to engage with the experiences and voices of those who voluntarily participate in the procedure, undermining the effectiveness and sustainability of eradication efforts.  
Besides the increased humanitarian reasons, governments have been persuaded by international benefits, ranging from the allure of aid packages, the promise of expanded trade opportunities, and the potential influx of foreign investments can be powerful drivers for the nation's participation in various international agreements or joining international organizations, and often eager to comply with foreign alliances. In these contexts, the push to align with international norms and secure foreign aid can lead to the swift adoption of anti-genital cutting policies without fully considering the cultural and social significance of the practice within local communities.
[bookmark: _Toc657329155][bookmark: _Toc2089189895][bookmark: _Toc121954231][bookmark: _Toc184067649]The 2015 Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act (VAPP) Nigeria:
The Violence Against Persons Prohibition Act (VAPP) was a landmark legislation that was enacted by the Nigerian government in 2015 to address various forms of violence against persons in private and public life. The VAPP Act aimed to “eliminate violence in private and public life, prohibit all forms of violence against persons and to provide maximum protection and effective remedies for victims and punishment of offenders; and for related matters” (VAPP Act, 2015). The VAPP Act covered a wide range of offenses, such as rape, FGC, domestic violence, harmful widowhood practices, political violence, and incest (VAPP Act, 2015). The VAPP Act also established the jurisdiction of the court, the role of service providers, and the protection of victims' identity and rights (VAPP Act, 2015). 
The VAPP Act represented a significant step towards fulfilling Nigeria's obligations under the Maputo Protocol and the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), which mandated the elimination of all forms of violence against women and girls (Muthumbi et al., 2017). CEDAW was instrumental in shaping the VAPP Act by providing a robust framework for safeguarding women's rights and ensuring gender equality. Before the enactment of the VAPP Act, the Nigerian constitution did not recognize several forms of violence against women as crimes. Beyond the previously mentioned outlawed offences, the Act also recognized marital rape, forceful eviction from homes, unlawful detention, and emotional abuse. The VAPP Act's criminalization of these forms of violence marked a significant shift in the legal landscape, ushering in a new era of legal protections for women in Nigeria. Additionally, the VAPP Act aligned with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), adopted by all UN Member States in 2015, which aimed to promote gender equality and empower all women and girls.
The VAPP Act was crucial for advancing human rights, social justice, and peace in Nigeria. It led to the adoption and enactment of the “Policy on Female Genital Mutilation”, which was born out of the broader national policy, the National Policy and Plan for Action for the Elimination of FMC in Nigeria (Nnanatu et al., 2012). These initiatives reflected a collective determination to end FGC within the country, and they emphasized the importance of legislative frameworks and policy interventions in promoting gender equality and safeguarding the rights of women and girls.


[bookmark: _Toc396055567][bookmark: _Toc1213972429][bookmark: _Toc1871489969][bookmark: _Toc184067650]COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS BETWEEN IMO AND ADAMAWA STATES
[bookmark: _Toc588300925][bookmark: _Toc110455970][bookmark: _Toc988449598][bookmark: _Toc184067651]Introduction
This chapter aims to provide a comparative analysis of the factors influencing the practice of FGC in two Nigerian states: Imo and Adamawa. While Imo State, located in the southeastern region, exhibits a high prevalence of FGC, Adamawa State in the northeastern part of the country reports a significantly lower prevalence. The chapter explores the cultural, religious, and legal contexts that contribute to these divergent patterns by examining how these factors shape the practice of FGC in each. By comparing these two case studies, the chapter highlights the complex interplay of traditions, religious beliefs, and political landscape, ultimately underscoring the need for context-specific approaches in policy formulation and intervention strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc1491791000][bookmark: _Toc258918747][bookmark: _Toc1472939417][bookmark: _Toc184067652]Background and Socio-Cultural Context
Imo State is a region rooted in Igbo culture and customs due to the massive population, which significantly influences its social, religious, and legal landscape (Ibewuike 2006, 214). Igbo culture is embedded in daily life, influencing social interactions, celebrations, and rituals. However, the unique identity of Imo State goes beyond this. Christianity has also played a pivotal role in shaping the values, traditions, and overall way of life of its residents (Ibewuike 2006, 214).  Igbo culture is deeply embedded in daily life, influencing social interactions, celebrations, and rituals. However, non-indigenous Igbo individuals (people who are not initially from or do not have ancestral roots in the Igbo ethnic group or region) and non-speakers residing in Igbo communities like Imo State may face challenges due to the cultural dominance of the Igbo language and customs (Albin-Lackey, 2023). This can result in communication difficulties, misunderstandings, and potential exclusion from community activities, as well as limited economic opportunities for those unable to fully engage in the local market or business activities (Albin-Lackey, 2023).
In contrast, Adamawa State is characterized by its predominant Islamic religious influence. The Islamic faith shapes religious practices, sociocultural beliefs, norms, and traditions. Islam permeates various aspects of daily life, including governance, education, family structures, and community interactions. Therefore, the cultural landscape is intertwined with Islamic principles and values, which play a significant role in shaping customs and behaviors (EASO, 2021).
These distinct cultural backdrops often intersect with religious practices, creating a unique fusion of beliefs and customs in both states. For instance, the prevalence of FGC in Imo State can be attributed to a combination of factors, including sociocultural norms, geographical influences, and misconceptions about its effects on women (Okemgbo, 2002). Despite the predominance of Christianity, traditional customs remain deeply ingrained in the social fabric, influencing contemporary practices, including FGC. Religious institutions, such as the Catholic Church, may indirectly support these cultural practices. Some local Christian leaders might refrain from actively opposing FGC out of a desire to respect traditional customs, thereby allowing the practice to persist under the guise of religious tolerance (Marshall, 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc1085786989][bookmark: _Toc6083716][bookmark: _Toc1611493384][bookmark: _Toc184067653]Women as Religious Authorities
In Imo State, women hold significant roles as religious authorities in traditional religious practices. Women often serve as priestesses and diviners, intermediaries between the spiritual and physical worlds. They are known as Eze Nwaanyi (female king), Nne Mmanwu (mother of masquerades) (Udechukwu, 2017, 91). These women conduct rituals, offer sacrifices, and interpret spiritual messages for the community, playing a crucial role in the religious life of their people. Beyond their spiritual duties, women are also custodians of cultural heritage (Udeagha & Nwamah, 2019, 279). They are instrumental in preserving and passing down traditional religious knowledge and practices, educating younger generations about rituals, folklore, and traditional values. These women uphold traditions during festivals and community ceremonies, ensuring the cultural heritage remains vibrant and respected. Additionally, many women in Imo State are traditional healers, using their extensive knowledge of herbal medicine and spiritual practices to treat illnesses and provide guidance. Their expertise in medicinal plants and healing rituals is highly respected and sought after within the community, underscoring their importance in maintaining spiritual and physical well-being (Udechukwu 2017, 91).
Within Christian institutions, particularly the Catholic church, women also play pivotal roles. They serve in various leadership positions, including leaders of women’s groups like the Catholic Women's Organization (CWO), The Christian Mothers Organization, and the sister of Our Lady of Apostles (Ibewuike 2006, 215). These women participate in church councils, committees, and administrative functions, contributing to decision-making processes and the overall governance of the Church. Education and catechesis are other areas where women have a profound impact. They teach catechism classes, prepare children for sacraments, and conduct Bible studies. They play a crucial role in religious education and mentoring young girls and women, fostering their spiritual growth and community involvement (Ibewuike 2006, 230). Women contribute as lectors, choir members, and Eucharistic ministers in liturgical settings. They assist in organizing and conducting church services as well as ensuring that worship experiences are smooth and meaningful for the congregation. Women in the church also spearhead social and charitable activities. They lead efforts to care for the poor, sick, and marginalized (Ibewuike 2006, 228). They also organize and participate in outreach programs that provide essential services and support to those in need. Furthermore, women offer spiritual guidance and counseling to fellow parishioners, providing support and advice during times of need. Their empathetic and nurturing approach helps foster a strong sense of community and solidarity within the church.
In Adamawa State, women's role as religious authorities is multifaceted and deeply rooted in the region's cultural and religious landscape, with Islam significantly influencing societal norms and roles. Women in Islamic communities’ leadership roles are typically confined to women's groups and less visible than their male counterparts (Abusharaf 2006, 717). However, female religious scholars, known as Ulamas, and leaders of women’s wings of Islamic organizations contribute significantly to religious discourse, education, and charity work. This is because education plays a crucial role in empowering women in these communities (Abusharaf 2006, 724; Sharif 1987, 28). The accelerated Second Chance Education (SCE) and Life Skills Programme, supported by the EU/UN, has also been instrumental in providing education to women and girls in Adamawa State, particularly in areas affected by the Boko Haram insurgency (UNESCO, 2021). Facilitators like Sahadatu Muhammed have been changing their communities by teaching women and girls, improving their access to education, and enabling them to participate more fully in religious and community leadership (UNESCO, 2021). Furthermore, local programs supported by international organizations such as the International Rescue Committee (IRC) have facilitated training sessions for women on religious and community leadership, aiming to enhance their roles in decision-making processes (Kallon, 2021)
The dual involvement in cultural and religious contexts in both states underscores the important position women hold in Nigeria’s religious landscape. In Imo state, the fusion of Christian and traditional Igbo customs affects women's roles and status differently than in Adamawa, where Islamic principles dominate. Although both states operate under a patriarchal system, the religious practices in Imo State create more avenues for women to take up leadership positions. For instance, roles such as the Eze Nwaanyi, Nne Mmanwu, and leadership within the Christian Mothers’ Association provide women with significant influence and authority within their communities. These roles contrast with the more limited opportunities for women’s leadership in most parts of Adamawa state, where Islamic principles generally reinforce stricter gender roles. While women’s visibility as religious authorities in Adamawa is less pronounced than the role women play in Imo, they still play crucial roles within the Islamic context. Female religious scholars and leaders of women's wings of Islamic organizations are instrumental in religious discourse and education. 
This dichotomy highlights the intersectional nature of African women’s lives, where gender, religion, and culture intertwine to shape individual experiences. Recognizing these intersectional experiences is crucial because it emphasizes how social categories like gender, religion, culture, and class intersect to create unique forms of discrimination and privilege. This understanding underscores the necessity of policies that address these intersectional realities, acknowledging that African women’s experiences cannot be homogenized. Patricia Hill Collins’ (2002) concept of the “matrix of domination” illustrates how various systems of oppression intersect to shape individuals’ experiences. Policies must, therefore, reflect these varied experiences, ensuring that women’s religious authority or lack of is recognized and supported in culturally appropriate ways.  
[bookmark: _Toc652317349][bookmark: _Toc1251271688][bookmark: _Toc458785039][bookmark: _Toc184067654]The Status of Women in Political Positions
In the pre-colonial era, women in Imo State held influential roles within their communities. They governed through institutions such as the Umuada (daughters of the lineage) and the Omu (female chiefs or queens) (Elechi et al. 2008, 395–416). These women had significant authority and participated in decision-making processes, conflict resolution, and the administration of justice. They also played vital roles in economic activities, trade, and social organization, wielding considerable power within their societal structures.
The role of women in political positions has changed considerably from the pre-colonial to the post-colonial era. During the colonial period, the imposition of Western administrative systems and patriarchal norms marginalized women's roles in formal political structures (van Allen 1972). The colonial authorities often overlooked traditional female leadership roles, diminishing women's influence in governance. In contemporary Imo State, the status of women in political positions is still evolving. While there has been some progress, women remain underrepresented in political offices compared to their male counterparts. A few women have managed to break through barriers and hold significant positions, such as commissioners, special advisers, and state assembly members. In the Imo State’s House of Assembly (legislature), less than 6% of women are involved in policymaking (Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, 2019).
It is important to note that little data is available on women’s political roles in Imo State. This lack of data signals a broader issue: the underreporting and potential undervaluing of women's contributions in political spheres. The scarcity of detailed information hampers efforts to fully understand and address the barriers women face in achieving political representation and influence. Therefore, more comprehensive research and data collection are necessary to shine a light on women's political involvement and to develop effective strategies for improving gender equality in political participation in Imo State.
In Adamawa State, the status of women in political positions reflects the broader challenges women face across Nigeria in accessing political power. Historically, the region has seen resistance to gender equality due to the existing cultural norms, which have impacted women’s movements and their rights. However, there are unique examples within Adamawa State where women hold significant authority. For instance, in the Arnado Debbo community, only women can rule, highlighting a cultural tradition where female leadership is accepted and mandated (Anwar, 2016). This contrasts the broader societal beliefs and showcases the potential for women to hold religious and community authority. 
In the small rural community of Arnado Debbo, women have ruled for over two and a half centuries. The community, located about seven kilometers (approximately 4.5m) from Ganye town, has a tradition where only women can ascend the throne of Dimgyeb (Yola, 2012). The current ruler, Nyagangwu Bintu Namda, was crowned in 2014 and is the 16th female ruler in a lineage that began 246 years ago due to a mysterious problem that caused kings to die within months of ascending the throne (Anwar, 2016). Visitors to the village must get permission from the district head of Sugu and are received through a traditional process before meeting the ruler. The traditional council, consisting of ten kingmakers and elders, selects the new ruler, who must be at least 60 years old and experienced in life (Yola, 2012). The ruler leads the community in traditional and religious rituals, especially during natural disasters. Despite its rich history, Arnado Debbo lacks basic social amenities, including proper roads, schools, and healthcare facilities. The community relies on local wells for water and has only one primary school established in 1979 (Anwar, 2016). The lack of basic amenities in Arnado Debbo could be interpreted in different ways. It might reflect broader systemic issues affecting many rural communities in Adamawa State and Nigeria, including limited government resources, infrastructure challenges, and regional development disparities. However, it is also possible that the unique matriarchal nature of Arnado Debbo's leadership could contribute to its marginalization or neglect by the state government, especially if the prevailing political and cultural norms favor patriarchal structures. This interpretation would, however, require more specific evidence showing a direct link between the community's matriarchal leadership and deliberate ostracism by the government, evidence that is unavailable at the time of this research. 
In other parts of Adamawa State, gender roles and women’s political authority are distinctly defined. In “From Pasture to Purdah: The Transformation of Women's Roles and Identity among the Adamawa Fulbe” (1989), Catherine VerEecke examined the evolving roles and identities of women within the Fulbe community in Adamawa state, who are predominantly Fulanis. VerEecke focused on how these changes have been influenced by socioeconomic and cultural transformations. The study outlined how the shift from a traditional pastoralist lifestyle to more urbanized and commercial activities has altered women’s responsibilities and their status within their society. Before the transition from a pastoralist lifestyle to more urban and commercial activities, the roles and agencies of women among the Adamawa Fulbe were closely tied to their traditional pastoral and agricultural activities (VerEecke 1989, 59). Women primarily engaged in tasks related to the management and care of livestock, such as milking, tending to animals, and processing dairy products. They also contributed to agricultural work, including planting, harvesting, and processing crops. In addition to their economic roles, women were responsible for maintaining household activities, such as cooking, cleaning, and child-rearing. Their roles were integral to the family's subsistence and the community’s overall well-being (Sharif 1987, 28). As the Fulbe community transitioned from a traditional pastoralist lifestyle to more urban and commercial activities, women’s roles and influence within the community underwent significant changes. According to VerEecke (1989), this transition led to a decrease in women’s power and influence, as the adoption of Islamic practices and urbanization imposed stricter gender roles. The seclusion of women became more prevalent, restricting their involvement in public life and limiting their economic activities to the domestic sphere. Unlike in their pastoralist past, where women had substantial responsibilities and a degree of autonomy in managing livestock and agricultural tasks, the urbanized setting diminished their public roles and reinforced their subordination within the household. Consequently, these changes curtailed women’s agency, reducing their visibility and participation in the broader socio-economic landscape of the Fulbe community in Adamawa state.
In ethnic groups like the Higi, Margi, and Lugunda, women hold significant economic power, but they do not get to manage their income. Even though they undertake the bulk of income-generating activities in communities, their husbands often seize the products of their labor and manage how the income is spent (Nagarajan 2019, 4). Contrarily, in Kanuri families, there is a strong adherence to the breadwinner masculinity model. Men are primarily involved in earning income, while women are tasked with domestic responsibilities, including cooking, cleaning, and raising the children (Nagarajan 2019, 4). Socially, women have significant influence within the family structure, although their public roles are more limited compared to men. This contrasts sharply with the matriarchal structure of Arnado Debbo, highlighting the diversity in gender roles and leadership structures within Adamawa State.
In the contemporary Adamawa political scene, although more women participated in the 2019 elections, there are no female members in the House of Representatives and the 25-member House of Assembly has just one female legislator, down from two in 2015. At the local council level, there is typically only one woman (Nagarajan 2019, 4). Notable strides have been made toward improving Adamawa women’s representation in recent years, such as the EU-UN Spotlight Initiative (EU-UN, 2023), which has aimed to address Gender Based Violence (GBV) and promote gender-sensitive legislation (EU-UN, 2023). Despite these efforts, women remain significantly underrepresented in crucial political roles such as state and local government positions (Amadhu & Ahmed 2023, 44-45). Patriarchal norms and limited access to political networks and resources continue to hinder women's full participation in politics. Additionally, the political climate often discourages women's involvement due to fears of violence and harassment.
The roles of women in both states have evolved from pre-colonial times, where they held significant power and influence, to contemporary times, where their representation in formal political structures is limited. In Imo State, the transition from traditional female leadership roles to marginalization during and after the colonial period reflects a broader trend across Nigeria, where colonialism introduced patriarchal systems, such as replacing the influential roles of women in precolonial governance with male-dominated administrative structures and legal frameworks imposed by colonial authorities—a legacy that continues to hinder women's political participation today. Despite some progress in contemporary times, women in Imo State remain underrepresented in political offices and there is scarce data on women's political roles. As for Adamawa State, the persistence of traditional female leadership in specific communities like Arnado Debbo contrasts the rest of the state where women’s underrepresentation and challenges are still significant. Overall, both states experience gender disparities within the political sphere. The experiences of women in these states accentuate the importance of understanding and addressing the realities that influence women’s political participation, to foster an inclusive political landscape that empowers women and recognizes their contributions.
[bookmark: _Toc998071034][bookmark: _Toc175945366][bookmark: _Toc181824290][bookmark: _Toc184067655]The practice of FGC and the Legislature
Although the historical origin of FGC in both states remains unclear, in Imo State, there is a well-established cultural belief about a female’s sexuality, femininity, purity, and marriageability which seems to lead families to this procedure (Nkwam-Uwaoma 2019; Ajaegbu 2024). Geographical influences, such as rural isolation, also encourage the practice (Okemgbo, 2002). Older women aged 58 and above often uphold the tradition of FGC in Imo state, viewing it as a necessary rite of passage that ensures a girl's purity and readiness for marriage (Nkwam-Uwaoma 2019; Ajaegbu 2024; Okemgbo 2002). They believe that FGC reduces promiscuity and enhances a woman's marriage prospects. Newly married women also echoed these sentiments, highlighting the societal pressure to conform to cultural norms that dictate that a circumcised woman is more desirable and likely to be faithful in marriage (Ajaegbu 2024, 5; Nkwam-Uwaoma et al. 2019, 8).  Young girls aged 18-27, on the other hand, experience FGC as a coercive tradition, often feeling compelled to undergo the procedure to avoid social ostracism and to meet community expectations (Ajaegbu 2024, 5; Nkwam-Uwaoma et al. 2019, 8). Men in the community also play a significant role in upholding the practice, as many prefer to marry women who have been circumcised, believing it ensures fidelity and reduces sexual desire. The collective belief is that there is a beautification and cleanliness of female genitals post-FGC.
Adamawa state boasts one of the country's lowest prevalence rates of FGC. The 2019 NDHS report by the National Population Commission (NPC) stated that Adamawa State has a 0.0% prevalence of FGC, down from 1.0% in 2013. Although not massive, this decline is significant considering the broader national context where FGC remains a challenge. However, it is important to note that the dominant culture in Adamawa, the Fulani, does not have a history of practicing FGC (Ilesanmi & Ilesanmi, 2018), partly explaining the low prevalence rate. Additionally, Islam, which is the predominant religion in the state, advocates against any form of bodily harm (Asmani and Abdi 2008, 5). Surprisingly, the success in reducing FGC in Adamawa has been attributed to effective local advocacy and community education programs that address the myths and misconceptions surrounding FGC. Programs like the EU-UN Spotlight Initiative have been praised for playing a crucial role in this decline by raising awareness and educating communities about the health risks and legal implications of FGC. These efforts are said to have contributed to creating a “protective environment against FGC in Adamawa State” (EU-UN, 2003).
[bookmark: _Toc1214350966][bookmark: _Toc2077990699][bookmark: _Toc1550852595][bookmark: _Toc184067656]State Adoption of the VAPP Act
Prior to Nigeria adopting the VAPP legislation as a National Act in 2015, Imo State, under Governor Rochas Okorocha’s administration, had in 2012 signed a VAPP Bill into law under the 7th House of the State House of Assembly. However, the state legislature repealed the bill due to controversies trailing its passage into law. Divergent reactions and uproar from the Catholic church and political opposition created an impression that the bill was to introduce abortion law into the system (AfA, 2022). However, five years later, in 2017, the state adopted the National Policy on FGC. The state eventually adopted the VAPP Act in 2021 after years of advocacy by civil society organizations, most notably Alliances for Africa (AfA), the United Nations International Children’s and Educational Fund (UNICEF), and the Imo State Committee on Ending Violence Against Women and Girls (ISCEVAWG) (Okemgbo, 2002). 
The VAPP Act was passed by the Adamawa State House of Assembly in 2021; Governor Ahmadu Umaru Fintiri signed it into law. According to a 2017 Crisis Report by ACAPS, Adamawa State has encountered numerous challenges, particularly concerning violence and abuse, exacerbated by the insurgency led by Boko Haram. Within this context, women have been disproportionately affected, facing heightened vulnerability to gender-based violence, including incidents of rape and other forms of abuse. Consequently, independent activists, civil society organizations, NGOs and other stakeholders including Stand to End Rape Initiative (STER), the Center for Social Justice (CSJ), Women Advocates Research and Documentation Centre (WARDC), United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women), the EU, WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, International Rescue Committee (IRC), and United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) vigorously advocated for adoption and implementation of the VAPP Act in Adamawa State. They conducted awareness-raising and capacity-building programs for stakeholders, including traditional and religious bodies. They developed a policy brief for the VAPP Act, engaging the State House of Assembly to pass it. They established a Sexual and Gender-Based Violence (SGBV) Forum via WhatsApp for information dissemination and trained 162 law enforcement agents on Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) (EU-UN, 2023). Advocacy efforts also targeted traditional leaders, opinion leaders, market women, youth, and community-based organizations. They set up 150 Second Chance Education learning centers in collaboration with the Adamawa State Mass Education Board, benefiting over 9,000 women and girls, including individuals with disabilities (UNICEF, 2023). Additionally, they strengthened the capacity of 150 facilitators and supervisors, implemented a Literacy by Radio Program with ABC Radio Yola, and distributed 15,000 branded writing materials to learners (EU-UN, 2023). 
The passage of the VAPP Act was met with significant approval from civil society organizations and the residents of the state. Yiaga Africa, a non-profit organization in Adamawa state, commended Governor Fintiri for signing the VAPP Bill into law, highlighting its importance in protecting women and girls against violence (Vanguard, 2021). The VAPP Act represented a change in the state’s approach to violence, particularly gender-based violence, by offering a legal framework for addressing such issues more effectively. Immediately after the passage of the Act, STER made efforts to enhance the implementation of the Act, particularly for the protection of women and girls, by organizing capacity-building workshops and sensitization campaigns to educate stakeholders on the law’s provisions and benefits (Thomas-Odia, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc149479696][bookmark: _Toc1667354330][bookmark: _Toc824532756][bookmark: _Toc184067657]The Policy on FGC
Despite its inclusion in the VAPP Act and the eventual formulation of the National Policy on FGC, the policy has not been explicitly adopted by some Nigerian states. The need for a specific FGC policy in Nigerian states arises from the country’s complex federal structure and the cultural significance of the practice in various communities (Yaya and Ghose, 2018). While the VAPP Act sets a national standard, its effectiveness is limited unless individual states adopt and enforce the provisions within their jurisdictions. A dedicated FGC policy at the state level allows for tailored approaches that consider local contexts, address specific cultural barriers, and ensure that legal prohibitions are not merely symbolic but actively enforced. Thus, the development and implementation of state-specific FGC policies exemplify the broader imperative for policies to be carefully tailored to the unique cultural, social, and legal contexts of the communities they are intended to govern. Such a localized approach is critical not only for ensuring that legal frameworks are relevant and effective but also for fostering a sense of ownership and accountability within the communities themselves. By aligning policy initiatives with the specific needs, traditions, and challenges of the people they are designed to protect, policymakers can create more meaningful and sustainable impacts. This strategy is essential for achieving real progress in the lives of Nigerians, as it bridges the gap between national standards and local realities, ultimately leading to more effective governance and social change.
In Imo State, the FGC policy explicitly prohibits FGC, overriding any customary or traditional practices.  As a result, all forms of FGC were banned regardless of cultural or traditional justifications the moment the law took effect. The policy criminalizes the act of separating or surgically altering the genital tissue or organs of a female, including circumcision, pricking, piercing, cutting, or infibulation of any part of the labia majora or minora. The Imo state FGC policy also outlines the offenses and penalties of those practicing FGC after the law's enactment, including those who consensually practice it.  Those who violate the primary provisions related to performing or undergoing FGC can face up to fourteen years of imprisonment or pay a fine of 250,000 naira or both. Lesser violations, such as discrimination against those who refuse FGC, are punishable by up to three years in prison, a fine of 100,000 naira, or both. Additionally, anyone who assists or encourages the practice faces up to seven years of imprisonment or a fine of 150,000 naira, or both (Imo State FGM 2017 Law NO.6.). The law also applies to adult women who willingly undergo such procedures, making them guilty of the offense. Furthermore, it prohibits assault or discrimination against individuals who refuse to undergo FGC.
It shall not be a defence to any offence committed under this Law that the victim consented to have Female Genital Mutilation performed on her or that the victim’s parents or legal guardians consented to the practice.
(Imo State FGM 2017 Law NO.6.)

The policy also explicitly states that consent cannot be used as a defense for performing FGC. This means that even if a woman or girl willingly agrees to undergo FGC or her parent's or legal guardians' consent, those responsible for performing the procedure can still be prosecuted and found guilty of committing an offense under the law.
Any person who does anything for the purpose of removing from the State a woman who is ordinarily resident in the State and performs the act of Female Genital Mutilation outside the State is guilty of the offence of Female Genital Mutilation and shall be liable on conviction for a term of fourteen (14) years as provided in Subsection (1) of Section 4 of this Law. 
(Imo State FGM 2017 Law NO.6.)

Additionally, this policy extends the jurisdiction of the law beyond the state's borders, stating that any person who facilitates the removal of a woman from Imo State to perform FGC on her in another location is guilty of an offense. Specifically, if someone helps to transport a woman who resides in Imo State to another place where FGC is carried out, that person is still subject to prosecution under Imo State law. Upon conviction, they are liable to the same penalty as if the FGC had been performed within the state even if they did not perform FGC. This includes imprisonment for a term of fourteen years, as outlined in Subsection (1) of Section 4 of the law.
As seen in Table 6, the participation percentage of FGC in Imo state was reduced from 68.0% to 61% from 2013 to 2018. According to reports from NDHS (2003 - 2018), the prevalence among the 15-19 years age group decreased from 18% in 2003 to 12.5% in 2018, while among the 45-49 years age group, prevalence has grown from 8% in 2003 to 18.4% in 2018. This disparity in trends suggests that while the FGC policy adopted in 2017 may have contributed to a decline in the practice among younger women, older generations may be either maintaining traditional practices or there could be a reclassification or reporting issue that accounts for the apparent increase. Further analysis would be required to fully understand these dynamics and the broader impact of the policy. Moreover, there was still a notable absence of concrete actions and visible implementation strategies. This gap between policy adoption and effective implementation highlighted the challenges faced in translating policy intentions into tangible outcomes at the state level in Nigeria. The participation of less than 6% of women in the Imo state legislature further underscores this issue (Federal Ministry of Women Affairs and Social Development, 2019). The failure to include the voices and experiences of women in the policy-making process is a significant factor contributing to this gap because women contribute significantly to the continuing practice of FGC. Without their participation in the legislative process, policies that do not cater to their lived experiences are enacted. 
The lack of implementation after enacting the FGC policy in Imo state (which was adopted because it was believed to be in the best interest of women in the state and less controversial as compared to the VAPP Act) led to a collective push, primarily by Alliances for Africa (AfA), in collaboration with the Imo State Committee on Ending Violence against Women and Girls (ISCEVAWG) and the Ministry of Gender and Vulnerable Groups (Afa, 2021). They led efforts to expedite the enactment and enforcement of a newly revised VAPP bill in the state through advocacy, awareness campaigns, multi-stakeholder engagements, media sensitizations, and briefings. They engaged various organizations, including civil society organizations and government ministries, departments, and agencies, by organizing awareness campaigns, hosting workshops and seminars, and presenting policy briefs. They lobbied key stakeholders, conducted advocacy meetings with policymakers, and mobilized grassroots support to build momentum for adopting and implementing the VAPP Act (Afa, 2021) (Yaya and Ghose, 2018). The VAPP Act established a Violence Against Persons Management Committee in Imo state, set up via AfA Initiatives, to oversee its implementation and enforcement. According to AfA, some of the expected outcomes of the VAPP Law in Imo state include a reduction of SGBV cases, increased reporting and prosecution of offenders, improved access to medical, legal, psychosocial, and rehabilitation services for survivors, enhanced coordination and collaboration among stakeholders, and increased awareness and sensitization of the public on the provisions and benefits of the law (AfA, 2021). 
Despite the common association of FGC with lower education levels, the low percentage of out-of-school children in Imo State suggests that high educational levels may not significantly impact the prevalence of FGC in this region. According to a survey conducted by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) in collaboration with the National Bureau of Statistics (2019), Imo state boasts the lowest number of out-of-school children in Nigeria, with only 1% reported. This statistic signifies that a tiny percentage of children in Imo State are not enrolled in formal education systems. Therefore, it becomes evident that access to formal education does not significantly contribute to the practice of FGC in the state. This exceptional school attendance rate suggests that Imo State has made commendable strides in ensuring children have access to educational opportunities, laying a solid foundation for human capital development and socioeconomic progress. 
According to NDHS reports, although FGC saw a 6.3% decrease from 2013 through 2018, its 61.7% prevalence indicates that it is still widely practiced in Imo state. Researchers such as Nkwam-Uwaoma (2019) and Ajaegbu (2024) have noted that various factors contribute to the continuation of this practice in Imo state, including the influence of men in decision-making, religious expectations, cultural rites of passage into womanhood, beliefs that FGC reduces promiscuity, perceptions that women with FGC are more likely to marry quickly, and notions that FGC enhances the beauty and cleanliness of women. Therefore, in addressing FGC in Imo State, the state government must adopt a multifaceted approach that thoroughly recognizes and addresses the key drivers of this practice. This approach should involve extensive research and community engagement, not to condemn or shame but to understand the cultural, religious, and social factors driving the practice of FGC. The state government must prioritize the well-being of its citizens over the pursuit of international benefits and alliances. The government can draft more effective and culturally sensitive policies by fostering a nuanced understanding of FGC.
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This research affirms that there can be no universal definition or approach to addressing gender disparities. This is so, particularly in diverse contexts such as Nigeria, where a range of localized factors shapes women’s experiences. This research emphasizes the crucial role that the lived experiences of Nigerian women play in shaping the development, adoption, and implementation of gender-related policies. By conducting a comparative analysis of Female Genital Cutting (FGC) in Imo and Adamawa States, I have highlighted how cultural, religious, and political factors influence societal norms. Therefore, policies aimed at advancing women’s rights must be adapted in ways that consider these specific factors for them to be truly effective.
This research also raises questions about the necessity and cultural sensitivity of such efforts in regions where the practice is not widespread. Notwithstanding the low rates of FGC in Adamawa state as seen in Table 6, European organizations such as the EU and UN launched full-scale “eradication” programs in the state. These initiatives could be perceived as an attempt to claim notable success in eliminating FGC. This raises critical questions about the necessity and impact of such interventions in regions where FGC is not prevalent. The focus on eradication might not fully address or align with the local context and specific needs of the women in Adamawa state. By concentrating on eliminating FGC in an area where it is relatively rare, these external programs could inadvertently overlook the community’s priorities and beliefs. Moreover, this situation underscores a broader issue explored in this study: the pervasive influence of Western feminism and its resulting impact on local customs and policies.
Stanlie M. James’ concept of “othering” provides a crucial framework for understanding how Western perspectives often portray non-Western women as victims oppressed by their own cultures. This perspective is particularly evident in discussions surrounding social and cultural practices like female circumcision or genital mutilation, where Western viewpoints may label these practices as “savage” or “exotic”, thereby reinforcing a sense of superiority and cultural difference (James 1998, 1031). James critiques this approach, arguing that it oversimplifies and misinterprets the complexities and cultural significance of these practices within their specific contexts. She calls attention to the need to address these issues with sensitivity, avoiding external judgments that further marginalize the affected communities. When considering policies addressing FGC in Nigerian states such as Imo and Adamawa with different sociocultural backgrounds, these policies must be tailored to the unique cultural contexts of each state. This requires an acknowledgment of the complex realities of African women’s lives, promoting their rights and well-being within their cultural frameworks.
Similarly, in “Who Defines ‘Mutilation’? Challenging Imperialism in the Discourse of Female Genital Cutting,” Courtney Smith critiques the dominant Western feminist narrative that often labels FGC as barbaric and uncivilized (2011). Smith argues that this perspective is ethnocentric and neglects the complex sociocultural realities of the communities where FGC is practiced. She stresses the importance of understanding FGC through the experiences of the women directly affected by it, rather than imposing a universalist hegemonic viewpoint. Smith advocates for transnational feminist activism that is non-imperialist, promoting equal participation in the discourse on FGC and moving away from a narrative that portrays African women as homogeneous, agency-less victims. In this context, Richard Shweder (2000) also emphasizes the importance of examining FGC within its cultural context, cautioning against the biases that can arise when the practice is interpreted from an external perspective. Shweder calls for a deeper understanding of the cultural practices and the reasons they persist, while also recognizing the serious health risks and ethical concerns associated with FGC.
It is essential to critically engage with these scholarly critiques because, not only does this approach fail to fully address or align with the local context and specific needs of the women in states like Adamawa, but it also diverts resources from communities that truly need them. Communities that are facing other issues are deprived of resources such as funding, personnel, and programmatic support. These resources could be better allocated to areas where there are greater gaps in healthcare, education, or advocacy. By concentrating on eliminating FGC in an area where it is relatively rare, these external programs inadvertently overlook the community’s priorities and beliefs.
The influence of external bodies, along with the eventual criminalization of FGC in Nigeria, raises concerns about the potential infringement on the rights of individuals who choose to undergo the procedure based on personal or cultural beliefs. While the intention behind criminalizing FGC is to protect individuals from harm and promote public health, it can also create a complex ethical dilemma. For instance, in Imo State, the FGC policy that was enacted provides no exceptions for those who willingly consent to the procedure. The law is stringent in its application, even extending its reach beyond the state’s borders. This approach, while aimed at addressing FGC, may inadvertently clash with personal freedoms and cultural autonomy, particularly for those who view the practice as an integral part of their identity or heritage. The tension between protecting individuals from potentially harmful practices and respecting personal choice underscores the complexity of enforcing such laws, highlighting the need for careful consideration of cultural sensitivities and individual rights in the broader campaign against FGC.
The significance of this study lies in its contribution to the global understanding of how international interventions and feminist frameworks intersect with local realities. While global gender frameworks offer important guidelines, this research illustrates that their success ultimately depends on how well they are contextualized to reflect the unique experiences and needs of women at the regional, state, and community levels. By exploring the challenges that arise when policies are applied in a one-size-fits-all manner, this research offers new insights into the intricacies of policy adaptation and underscores the need for more flexible, nuanced approaches that empower women within their specific environments. It underscores the importance of involving women in the policy-making process, as their voices and experiences offer critical insights into what interventions are most likely to succeed. Without this engagement, even well-intentioned policies risk being ineffective or, worse, harmful to the very communities they seek to uplift.
Based on my findings of this research, I propose five key recommendations to enhance the effectiveness of gender-related policies in Nigeria. First, policy adaptation is crucial to ensure that gender policies are tailored to the unique cultural and religious nuances of each region. Nigeria’s diversity necessitates context-sensitive approaches that acknowledge the variations in traditions, beliefs, and societal norms across states, rather than imposing a one-size-fits-all model. Policies that align with local values are more likely to be embraced and implemented effectively by the communities they aim to serve. Second, it is imperative to engage women as active stakeholders in policy design and implementation processes. Women’s lived experiences and insights provide invaluable perspectives that can help shape more inclusive and impactful policies. Including women not only enhances the relevance of these policies but also fosters ownership and empowerment, ensuring that the policies address their needs and challenges comprehensively.
Third, leveraging local leadership, including religious and community leaders, is essential for successful policy integration. These leaders hold significant influence within their communities and can play a pivotal role in bridging the gap between policy initiatives and local acceptance. By collaborating with these leaders, policymakers can build trust, dispel misconceptions, and foster collective action to support gender-related initiatives. Fourth, adopting flexible frameworks that localize international policy approaches is necessary to account for the dynamic nature of cultural and social practices. Instead of rigidly applying global policies, these frameworks should integrate local perspectives to ensure cultural sensitivity while upholding the broader objectives of gender equality. This approach respects local traditions and facilitates a smoother transition towards equitable practices.
Fifth, enhanced monitoring and data collection mechanisms are vital for evaluating the impact of gender policies and identifying areas for improvement. Reliable, disaggregated data at the local level can provide insights into the effectiveness of policies, highlight disparities, and guide evidence-based adjustments. Improved monitoring ensures accountability and helps to measure progress towards achieving policy goals. Together, these recommendations highlight the importance of culturally informed, inclusive, and adaptive approaches to gender policy. By addressing regional disparities, fostering collaboration, and prioritizing data-driven strategies, Nigeria can create more effective policies that genuinely improve the lives of women and advance gender equality nationwide.
[bookmark: _Toc545307116][bookmark: _Toc1208220553][bookmark: _Toc1271777675]Looking ahead, I intend to apply the findings of this research in my future endeavors as both an academic and a policy advocate. My goal is to work toward the development of policies that are not just theoretically sound but practically impactful. Policies should truly resonate and align with the communities they are meant to serve. By continuing to focus on the unique challenges faced by marginalized individuals, I hope to contribute to creating more inclusive and responsive public policies that reflect the complexities of their experiences. This research is deeply rooted in black feminist thinking, particularly intersectional feminist framework, which emphasize the importance of understanding how cultural, social, and political contexts shape gendered experiences. By rejecting universalist notions of womanhood, this work aligns with feminist scholars, like Kimberlé Crenshaw, Patricia Hill Collins, Oyèrónkẹ́ Oyěwùmí, Fuambai Ahmadu and Audre Lorde, who advocate for inclusive and culturally sensitive approaches to gender related issues. Feminism, as applied in this study, is not merely about equality in abstract terms but about challenging systems of oppression and amplifying marginalized voices within their specific cultural contexts. Ultimately, this research has provided me with a deeper understanding of the nuances involved in policymaking, and I am committed to using this knowledge to advocate for more effective, sustainable solutions that promote gender equity and justice on both local and global scales. Moving forward, this feminist perspective will continue to guide my work, whether in the analysis of gendered policies, advocacy for inclusive governance, or collaborations with local communities. By grounding my research in these principles, I aim to contribute to scholarship and policymaking that recognizes and respects the diversity of women’s experiences and needs globally.
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