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Abstract 

The diminishing trend of political participation among Nigerian citizens is considered a major concern 
that should not be overlooked. independence, the level of political awareness and 
engagement among Nigerians continued to decline. It seems politics, ironically has been left largely in 
the hands of a few elitist individuals, who use power and influence to manipulate the system to their 
benefit, while the educated and informed majority of the population remain disengaged. This paper 
explored the role of education in promoting political emancipation in Nigeria. The review of related 
literature on the subject maked it clear that the Nigerian people can use education, to strengthen their 
political awareness and participation in the democratic process. By empowering individuals with 
knowledge and critical thinking skills, education can help break the cycle of apathy and create a more 
informed and engaged citizenry. The continued adherence to the National Policy on Education provision
serves as a roadmap for ensuring that education remains a key tool for political emancipation in Nigeria, 
is all that is needed to harness the potentials of education in promoting active citizenship; to ensuring 
access to quality education for all individuals, regardless of socio-economic background, is crucial to 
achieving a truly democratic society where every citizen can actively participate in shaping the future of 
their country. This requires ongoing investment in educational infrastructure, teacher training, and 
curriculum development to ensure that education remains a powerful tool for political empowerment and 
social change. The paper suggested among others, strengthening the civic education curriculum in schools 
to promote critical thinking and active citizenship, increasing access to quality education for all citizens, 
especially marginalised groups, to ensure equal opportunities for political participation, and promoting 
transparency and accountability in educational institutions to build trust in the education system and 
encourage civic engagement.
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Introduction

Education can be a crucial part of the socialization of human beings and the salvation of their 
relationships with the society in which they live. Molutsi (2012) explained that in Nigeria, education 
has the potential to empower individuals to actively participate in political processes and advocate for 
their rights, ultimately leading to political emancipation. This can be seen through increased awareness, 
critical thinking skills, and the ability to hold leaders accountable for their actions. With it, individuals 
can challenge oppressive systems and work towards creating a more just and equitable society. 
Education also provides individuals with the tools to effectively engage in democratic processes, 
fostering a culture of active citizenship and political empowerment. 

Educational reforms and policy-making in Nigeria have been considered one of the priorities of 
successive governments since colonial days to date. The subject of educational reforms in Nigeria has 
continued to occupy an increasing space in the literature on public policy-making and public policy 
management (Omilusi, & Oguntuase, 2016). The quest for educational reforms to meet societal 
aspirations for excellence, relevance, and accountability has followed a zigzag course of not always well-
integrated policies, which frequently have been disruptive. This drama of policy and reform making 
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has turned the educational system hull around, to the extent that it is difficult to say with certainty 
where schools are headed and what kind of students will emerge.

Political emancipation refers to the granting of rights and freedoms to individuals within a society, 
while political participation involves actively engaging in the political process through voting in 
elections, joining political parties, protesting or demonstrating, engaging in civic activities, attending 
public meetings or debates, and running for office (Olanrewaju & Fasesin, 2017). According to 
Arowolo and Aluko (2010), political emancipation can enable greater opportunities for participation. 
Political participation is often seen as a key component of achieving full political emancipation and 
ensuring that all individuals have a voice in shaping their society, as such, both concepts are important 
for creating a truly inclusive and democratic society. Umezurike and Danfulani (2015), view political 
emancipation as a panacea for development in a democratic society because it increases individuals' 
knowledge and involvement in decision-making processes that affect their lives. Political participation 
can take many forms. It is how individuals can influence the creation and implementation of policies 
affecting their lives. By engaging in politics, citizens influence the decisions and policies of their 
government, support a good government, oppose a bad government, and even overthrow such a 
government.

Currently, the structure of the Nigerian system of education, which is nine years of basic education, 
three years of post-basic/senior secondary education, and four to six years of tertiary education, 
depending on the programme of study, is not adequately preparing her citizen to become politically 
empowered, but rather perpetuating a cycle of political apathy and disengagement. The current 
educational curricula and political reality differ greatly, which leaves citizens ignorant of and 
uninterested in civic participation. This gap needs to be addressed through reforms in the education 
system that not only teach the theoretical aspects of politics but also provide practical opportunities 
for students to engage in civic activities and understand the importance of active participation in the 
political process. By bridging this gap, education can play a crucial role in empowering citizens to 
become informed, engaged, and active members of their communities and society as a whole. This is 
the fulcrum of this paper; which investigates education as a catalyst for political emancipation in 
Nigeria.

A Historical Overview of Educational Reforms in Nigeria

Historically, the formal educational process in Nigeria started with the introduction of Western 
education to the country in the 19th century. Some of the most outstanding individuals in the history 
of the world are those who contributed significantly to human wealth and moral development 
(Uwakaeme, 2015). They are regarded as accomplished individuals because they are well-educated. 
These types of people sacrificed all they had for humanity. They worked for the welfare and 
improvement of the livelihoods of those that were left behind by the society. Furthermore, the 
paramount objective of education, at any given time, is to develop leaders who work for the welfare of 
others, work for the improvement of the livelihoods of every citizen, and work for the welfare of 
generations in the future. The political leaders, philosophers, scientists, and artists who have left a 
lasting impact on the world are often remembered for their selfless dedication to the betterment of 
society. Their legacies serve as inspiration for future generations to strive for greatness and make a 
positive difference in the world. 
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Pre-colonial Educational System

The history of education in Nigeria dates back to the pre-colonial era. Education in Nigeria is both a 
formal and an informal enterprise. The informal seems to have started from the cradle. The foundations 
of education start from when children start to walk. The informal educational process in Nigeria seems 
to be an individual affair. Every parent believes that it is from the mother that the child learns the 
formal and informal norms and values that are firmly established and embedded in the life of the child. 
The child learns from the father in case the father is the tutor. The child is then sent to the Koranic 
School for Arabic education, which ends with either Tamil or Qureanical learning. There is the Islamic 
religion, which believes in the visible and invisible world - and is very strong on life after death. The 
political and social systems in Nigeria also play a role in shaping informal education, as children often 
learn from their elders and community members about traditional customs, rituals, and beliefs. This 
holistic approach to education reflects the interconnectedness of cultural, religious, and societal 
influences on learning and development in Nigeria. 

Colonial Era Reforms

During the colonial era, Western education was introduced in Nigeria, leading to the establishment of 
formal schools by the British government. This brought about a shift in the traditional educational 
system, with more emphasis placed on subjects like English, mathematics, and science. The practice of 
education then became more standardized and structured, with a focus on preparing students for 
administrative roles in the colonial government. This period also saw the emergence of missionary 
schools, which played a significant role in spreading Western education and Christianity in Nigeria. 

Politics and socio-economic factors also influenced the development of education during this time, as 
the British government aimed to train locals to serve in administrative positions. The legacy of this era 
can still be seen today in Nigeria's education system, which continues to blend traditional and Western 
influences. Citizens participation in politics at all levels of government has also been shaped by the 
colonial education system, with many leaders receiving their early education in missionary or 
government schools. Overall, the colonial era had a lasting impact on education and politics in Nigeria, 
shaping the country's development and governance structures. 

Post-Independence Educational Policies

Following independence, Nigeria implemented various educational policies aimed at promoting 
national unity and development. These policies focused on expanding access to education, improving 
quality, and promoting indigenous languages and cultures in the curriculum. One significant policy 
was the Universal Primary Education program introduced in 1976, which aimed to provide free and 
compulsory education for all children at the primary level. Additionally, the 6-3-3-4 system introduced 
in 1982 restructured the education system to align with global standards and promote skills 
development for economic growth. These policies also included initiatives to address gender disparities 
in education and promote inclusive practices. 

Overall, the government's efforts in the education sector have contributed to fostering a more unified 
and skilled population for national development. Furthermore, the government implemented teacher 
training programs to enhance the quality of education and ensure effective delivery of curriculum. 
These initiatives have helped improve literacy rates and educational outcomes across the country, 
leading to a more educated and empowered citizenry. The participation of citizens in politics in the 
post-independence era was a direct result of the government's investment in education. By providing 
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accessible and quality education, the government has empowered citizens to engage in political 
processes and contribute to the development of their nation. This increased participation has led to a 
more informed and active citizenry, ultimately strengthening democracy in the country. 

Military Regimes and Educational Reforms

During periods of military rule, educational reforms were often used as a tool to control and manipulate 
the population. Despite this, education remained a key factor in shaping the political consciousness of 
citizens and fostering a sense of national identity. The impact of military regimes on education varied, 
with some regimes prioritizing propaganda over critical thinking skills. However, in some cases, 
educational reforms implemented by military regimes inadvertently led to increased access to education 
for marginalized groups. 

Overall, the relationship between military regimes and educational reforms is complex and 
multifaceted, with both positive and negative consequences for the population. Citizens' participation 
in politics was often limited under military regimes, as dissent and opposition were often suppressed. 
This lack of political freedom hindered the development of a truly informed and engaged citizenry. In 
addition, military regimes often prioritized military spending over investments in social services, 
including education, which further hindered the overall development of the population. This resulted 
in a lack of resources and opportunities for many individuals to fully realize their potential and 
contribute to society. 

Democratic Era and Educational Reforms

During the transition to democratic governance, there was a push for educational reforms to address 
the disparities caused by limited access to quality education. These reforms aimed to empower 
individuals with the knowledge and skills needed to actively participate in the democratic process and 
contribute to the progress of society. As a result, there was an emphasis on improving educational 
infrastructure, increasing funding for schools, and implementing curriculum changes to better prepare 
students for the challenges of a democratic society. These efforts have helped bridge the gap in 
educational opportunities and empower individuals to become active citizens in shaping their 
communities. Though challenges remain, progress has been made in providing more equitable access 
to quality education for all individuals, regardless of their background or circumstances. The ongoing 
commitment to educational reform continues to be a crucial step towards creating a more inclusive and 
democratic society. 

The current 9-3-4 system in Nigeria places much emphasis on history at the junior secondary school 
level rather than political education. And so, the conference held that history could not provide the 
citizens with the necessary political education that the dynamic post-colonial society expected. These 
calls for the popularization of politics have to do with the moral implications of failure in that 
direction. It is indeed a sad irony that the nation celebrates multiparty democracy while a large number 
of its citizens either do not understand the political processes or are cynical about coping with politics 
in their search for a better life. 

Conceptualising Political Emancipation

Originally, emancipation was a concept in ancient Roman legal terminology. A ritual act released a son 
from his father's overall authority. The son was ceremonially taken from the father's hand and became 
a legal person and a self-sufficient member of Roman civilization (Gross & Orwell, 2010). 
Emancipation is defined as the act or state of being freed, liberation, freedom from inhibitions, and 
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convention. The legal dictionary also defined emancipation as the act or process by which a person is 
freed from the authority and control of another person. It also denotes freedom or liberty. This is the 
process of granting individuals social or political freedom and rights. The term ''emancipation'' was 
originally used to refer to the release of a minor by his or her parents, which entails a complete 
surrender of the child's right to care, custody, and earnings, as well as a repudiation of parental 
(colonial) obligations.

Political emancipation means breaking free from nihilistic values and realising oneself. Political 
emancipation emerges at the end of the political struggle. The political struggle occurs between 
adversaries, and their goal is to make their values dominant over the other values. These values are the 
principles and norms established by adversary subjects (Salmanog, 2018). However, the concept 
described could be linked to October 1, 1960, when Nigeria gained independence from the British 
government through the struggle of nationalists such as Nnamdi Azikiwe, Obafemi Awolowo, 
Ahmadu Bello, Aminu Kano, Anthony Enahoro, and Ladoke Akintola, among others. Racial 
discrimination in the colonial system sparked national consciousness through education, as elites and 
traditional rulers were dissatisfied with the policies. Furthermore, Nigerian students abroad formed 
various groups, one of which is the popular West African Students Union (WASU), founded in 1925 
by Ladipo Solanke (Ubaku, Emeh, & Anyikwa, 2014). This was due in part to the lack of complete 
decolonization of people's mentalities and academic content in the curriculum. Notably, educational 
policies enacted since independence have not been properly implemented to fully emancipate the 
country and its people.

The term "political emancipation" refers to the process of empowering individuals to actively 
participate in political decision-making, resulting in a more inclusive and representative government 
(Akanbi & Jekayinfa, 2019). This concept emphasises the importance of citizen participation in 
policymaking and holding leaders accountable for their actions. Ajayi (2016) believes that political 
emancipation is critical for fostering a healthy democracy and ensuring that the government serves the 
interests of its citizens. The author defined political participation as citizens actively participating in 
the political process, such as voting, advocating for change, and holding elected officials accountable. 
To support the foregoing, Falade (2014) emphasised that a lack of political participation can lead to a 
disconnect between the government and the governed, resulting in policies that do not reflect the needs 
and desires of the people. As a result, encouraging political participation is critical for developing a 
strong and responsive democracy that truly represents its constituents.

Political Emancipation through Education

The need to popularize political education in Nigeria has been aptly articulated by the National 
Curriculum Conference of 1977 and UNESCO. It was recognized that to achieve true political 
emancipation, citizens must be equipped with knowledge and understanding of their rights and 
responsibilities as active participants in a democratic society. It was such understanding that shaped the 
Nigerian National Policy on Education (Oyedeji & Olateju, 2019). The essence of political education 
lies in empowering individuals to critically analyze and engage with political processes, ultimately 
leading to a more informed and active citizenry. Whether at the basic, secondary or tertiary educational 
level, the National Policy on Education places a strong emphasis on civic education as a means to 
cultivate responsible and engaged citizens. By instilling values of democracy, social justice, and equality 
in students, the policy aims to create a society where individuals are not only aware of their rights but 
also actively participate in shaping the political landscape. 
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Whether at the basic, secondary or tertiary educational level, the National Policy on Education places 
a strong emphasis on developing citizens who are not only knowledgeable but also actively engaged in 
the betterment of their society. This holistic approach to education aims to create well-rounded 
individuals who can contribute positively to the political, social, and economic development of 
Nigeria. Therefore, the five main national goals of Nigeria, which have been endorsed as the necessary 
foundation for the national policy on education, are the building of:

i. a free and democratic society;

ii. a just and egalitarian society;

iii. a united, strong and self-reliant nation;

iv. a great and dynamic economy;

v. a land full of bright opportunities for all citizens (FRN, 2014).

The foregoing, coupled with the importance of political education, underscores the need for a 
comprehensive and inclusive approach to education that equips individuals with the knowledge and 
skills necessary to actively participate in shaping their society. 

A Free and Democratic Society

Building a strong foundation for the national policy on education requires not only focusing on 
academic knowledge but also on instilling values of democracy and equality in individuals to create a 
society that is inclusive and just for all its citizens. This approach ensures that education goes beyond 
traditional learning to empower individuals to contribute meaningfully to their communities and 
country. When citizens are equipped with both knowledge and values, achieving political emancipation 
becomes more attainable, leading to a society where everyone has the opportunity to participate in 
decision-making processes and advocate for their rights. Practically, achieving political emancipation 
can be seen through increased voter turnout, greater representation of marginalized groups in 
government, and the implementation of policies that promote social justice and equality for all. 
Ultimately, this leads to a more engaged and empowered citizenry that actively works towards creating 
a fair and just society for everyone. 

A Just and Egalitarian Society

This can be achieved through providing equal access to quality education for all individuals, regardless 
of their socio-economic background. Education is seen as a fundamental human right that should be 
accessible to all citizens, helping to bridge the gap between the privileged and underprivileged in 
society. This approach to education ensures that education goes beyond just academics, but also 
includes critical thinking skills and social awareness, preparing individuals to actively participate in 
shaping a more equitable society. When citizens are equipped with both knowledge and values, 
achieving political emancipation becomes a more attainable goal. By fostering a well-rounded education 
that promotes empathy and understanding, individuals are better equipped to advocate for themselves 
and others in the pursuit of social justice and equality. Practically, when an egalitarian society is built, 
achieving political emancipation becomes a collective effort that benefits all members of society, rather 
than just a select few. This holistic approach to education not only empowers individuals to challenge 
systemic injustices but also encourages collaboration and solidarity in the fight for a more just and 
inclusive world. 
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A United, Strong and Self-Reliant Nation

The national policy on education in Nigeria aims to cultivate a sense of unity, strength, and self-reliance 
among its citizens. By providing quality education that emphasizes these values, the government hopes 
to build a more prosperous and harmonious society for future generations. The importance of this 
foundation cannot be overstated, as it serves as the bedrock for a nation's development and progress. 
With a well-educated and united population, Nigeria can overcome challenges and achieve sustainable 
growth in all sectors of society. By so doing, achieving political emancipation and economic 
empowerment becomes more attainable, leading to a brighter future for all Nigerians. Practically, when 
a united, strong and self-reliant nation is established, it can better address issues such as poverty, 
corruption, and insecurity. This will create a more stable and prosperous environment for citizens to 
thrive and contribute to the nation's overall success. As such, political emancipation can be achieved 
through active citizen participation in governance and holding leaders accountable for their actions. 

A Great and Dynamic Economy

The national policy on education in Nigeria aims to produce a skilled workforce that can contribute 
to the growth and development of a great and dynamic economy. By providing quality education and 
training, the policy seeks to equip individuals with the necessary knowledge and skills to thrive in 
various sectors of the economy. Through education, individuals are empowered to actively participate 
in the political process, leading to greater political emancipation and democratic governance in Nigeria. 
When citizens are denied access to quality education, they are also denied the opportunity to fully 
participate in economic and political activities, leading to a cycle of poverty and marginalization. As 
such, citizens' political emancipation can be achieved through providing equal access to quality 
education for all individuals, regardless of their socio-economic background. 

A Land Full of Bright Opportunities for All Citizens

Through quality education, the government aims to ensure that every individual has access to the 
knowledge and skills needed to succeed in a rapidly changing world. This policy also focuses on 
promoting equity, inclusivity, and innovation in the education system to drive national development 
and growth. By empowering citizens with education, the government believes that it can create a more 
informed and engaged population capable of participating in democratic processes and contributing to 
the overall progress of the country. Ultimately, political emancipation through education is seen as a 
key strategy for building a more prosperous and just society. When opportunities are made possible 
for all individuals to access quality education, regardless of their background or socioeconomic status, 
political emancipation becomes more achievable. This can lead to increased social mobility and 
economic development, ultimately benefiting the entire nation. When citizens can participate in 
political processes with a strong educational foundation, they are better equipped to make informed 
decisions and advocate for policies that benefit society as a whole. In this way, education serves as a 
powerful tool for empowering individuals and promoting positive change in their communities. 

Challenges to Political Emancipation through Education

These following challenges hinder the goal of achieving political emancipation through education by 
perpetuating inequality and limiting opportunities for marginalized groups to participate fully in the 
political process. They include: 

Corruption and Mismanagement: Corruption and mismanagement in educational institutions can 
lead to unequal access to resources and opportunities, further marginalizing already disadvantaged 
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groups. When corruption and mismanagement are allowed to persist in educational institutions, it can 
erode trust in the system and discourage marginalized groups from engaging in the political process, 
perpetuating a cycle of inequality and disenfranchisement. 

Lack of Transparency and Accountability: In decision-making processes within educational 
institutions, lack of transparency and accountability can result in unfair distribution of resources and 
opportunities, exacerbating existing inequalities. This can make citizens feel disconnected from the 
education system and less likely to participate in shaping policies that affect them, further perpetuating 
a cycle of marginalization and disenfranchisement. 

Ethnic and Religious Divisions: Ethnic and religious divisions can lead to discrimination, prejudice, 
and conflict within communities, hindering social cohesion and collaboration. When these divisions 
are not addressed and managed effectively, they can contribute to a breakdown in trust and cooperation 
among different groups, ultimately impeding progress towards political emancipation through 
education.

Lack of Access to Quality Education for Marginalized Populations: This perpetuates cycles of 
poverty and inequality, limiting opportunities for political participation and representation. Lack of 
access to quality education is one of the most significant barriers that must be addressed to achieve true 
political emancipation for all individuals. Without access to quality education, marginalized 
populations are often unable to fully engage in the political process and advocate for their own needs 
and rights. Ironically, education is often seen as a tool for empowerment and liberation, yet its 
inaccessibility to certain groups serves to further entrench existing power structures and inequalities. 
Addressing this issue requires not only improving educational resources and opportunities but also 
dismantling systemic barriers that prevent marginalized populations from fully participating in the 
political sphere. 

Political Interference in Educational Institutions: This can lead to biased policy formulation and 
decision-making that favours certain political agendas or parties, rather than prioritizing the needs and 
rights of all stakeholders. This can undermine the autonomy and integrity of educational institutions, 
limiting their ability to provide a well-rounded and unbiased education to students. When political 
interference is allowed to thrive, political actors may use educational institutions as tools for 
propaganda, indoctrination, or censorship, ultimately hindering the development of critical thinking 
skills and fostering a culture of conformity. This can have long-lasting effects on the democratic process 
and societal progress, perpetuating inequalities and injustices. 

Lack of Resources and Infrastructure in Schools: Providing quality education has been made almost 
impossible in many areas due to a lack of funding for schools and necessary resources. Government at 
the Federal and State has continually failed to prioritize education funding, leading to overcrowded 
classrooms and outdated materials that hinder students' ability to learn effectively. When students are 
not given the necessary tools and support to succeed in their education, it perpetuates a cycle of 
inequality and limits their opportunities for political engagement and empowerment in the future. This 
lack of investment in education ultimately hinders progress towards achieving true political 
emancipation for all citizens.

Inadequate Teacher Training and Support: This lack of investment in education also contributes to 
a high turnover rate among teachers, further exacerbating the issue of overcrowded classrooms and 
limited resources for students. Additionally, without proper teacher training and support, educators 
may struggle to effectively engage and inspire their students, ultimately hindering academic 
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achievement and perpetuating the cycle of inequality. This problem makes our schools less attractive 
to qualified educators, leading to a shortage of experienced teachers who can provide quality education 
to students. This perpetuates the cycle of inequality by denying students access to the resources and 
support they need to succeed academically and ultimately hinders progress towards achieving true 
political emancipation for all citizens. 

Conclusion

The study underscores the importance of education in achieving political emancipation in Nigeria. The 
historical overview of the educational reforms in Nigeria from the pre-colonial era to the present day 
demonstrates the significant role education has played in shaping political consciousness and 
empowering citizens to demand their rights. It also revealed the various reforms implemented over the 
years and their impact on the political landscape of the country. Interestingly, the reforms informed 
the birth of the National Policy on Education which continues to guide educational development in 
Nigeria today. 

The National Policy on Education serves as a roadmap for ensuring that education remains a key tool 
for political emancipation in Nigeria. It is the heart of what drives educational initiatives and policies 
in the country, emphasizing the importance of quality education for all citizens. This policy has been 
instrumental in addressing issues such as access to education, curriculum development, and teacher 
training, ultimately contributing to the overall advancement of the nation. Therefore, this paper 
concludes that if political emancipation is to be achieved in Nigeria, continued adherence to the 
National Policy on Education is crucial. The policy must be continuously reviewed and updated to 
address the evolving needs of the education sector and ensure that all citizens have equal access to 
quality education opportunities. 

Suggestions

The following policy suggestions aim to enhance political emancipation through education in Nigeria:

i. Strengthening civic education curriculum in schools to promote critical thinking and active 
citizenship; 

ii. Increasing access to quality education for all citizens, especially marginalized groups, to ensure equal 
opportunities for political participation. 

iii. Promoting transparency and accountability in educational institutions to build trust in the 
education system and encourage civic engagement; 

iv. Implementing programs that educate citizens on their rights and responsibilities in a democratic 
society to empower them to participate effectively in political processes. 

v. Encouraging community involvement in schools to foster a sense of civic responsibility and 
engagement among students; 

vi. Providing resources and support for educators to effectively teach civic education and promote 
democratic values in the classroom. 

vii. Strengthening partnerships between schools and local government agencies to provide students 
with real-world opportunities to engage in civic activities and understand the impact of their actions 
on the community. 
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