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ABSTRACT 
This study critically examines the interconnectedness of education and democracy as foundational pillars 

for national integration in Nigeria. It argues that functional education cultivates democratic values, such 

as tolerance, participation, and accountability, which are essential for fostering unity in Nigeria's multi-

ethnic and multi-religious society. Drawing from historical and contemporary perspectives, the study 

explores how colonial legacies, policy inconsistencies, and poor governance have hindered the 

development of an education system that supports democratic ideals. The study uses qualitative analysis 

to evaluate educational and democratic practices and their impact on national cohesion. It concludes that a 

reformed, inclusive and civic-oriented educational system is indispensable for sustainable democracy and 

integration in Nigeria, and recommendations were also made for the way forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Nigeria, Africa’s most populous nation, is a mosaic of over 250 ethnic groups, multiple religions, and 

diverse cultural practices. Since independence in 1960, the nation has grappled with the task of forging 

unity in diversity. National integration remains an ongoing challenge, particularly in the face of ethno-

religious violence, political instability, and regional disparities. In this context, education and democracy 

emerge not only as tools for individual and national development but as vital instruments capable of 

unifying the Nigerian state.  

Education, when inclusive and value-driven, equips citizens with the knowledge, skills, and attitudes 

necessary for participating in democratic processes. It fosters critical thinking, respect for diversity, and 

social cohesion. Democracy, on the other hand, provides the political framework for equal participation, 

accountability, and the rule of law. When effectively practiced, democracy empowers individuals and 

communities to influence policies that affect their lives — including access to quality education. This 

paper argues that education and democracy are interdependent and mutually reinforcing elements that 

serves as prerequisites for achieving genuine national integration in Nigeria. Without a well- educated and 

democratically active populace, efforts at integration are likely to be superficial and unsustainable.  

 

Theoretical Framework  
Education, Democracy and national Integration are interwoven, interconnected, and inseparable. Thus, 

without education in the society providing the requisite training and orientation, inculcating the right type 
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of values to the citizens, democracy becomes meaningless to national integration. Education provides the 

very vital vehicle or transport by which governmental policies and programmes are internalized and 

achieved. Therefore, the structural functionalist theory is considered as the most appropriate theoretical 

framework in my analysis of this paper. It is derived from Emile Durkheim’s functionalist view of 

education as one of the more important social institutions in a society. The functionalists contend that 

education contributes two kinds of functions: manifest (or primary) functions, which are the intended and 

visible functions of education; and latent (or secondary) functions, which are the hidden and unintended 

functions. On the one hand, (Dienye, 2019), opined that education from the functionalist perspective 

serves several functions for society. These include; socialization; social integration; social placement, and 

social and cultural innovations. Thus, the analogy of seeing the society as a biological organism, just as 

the human body, as a system is composed of a number of interrelated organs such as the heart, lungs, 

kidney, brain etc. they perform functions essential for the survival of human being. Similarly, the society 

is seen also as a system of interrelated institutions like; religion, economic, family, education and 

political, each performing a particular function for the good of the whole. Consequently, whatever 

happens to one component part affects the entire system, (Dienye, 2012). 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

Education, is broadly defined as a systematic process of acquiring knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, and 

competencies that empower individuals to function effectively in society. Fafunwa (1974:16), education 

is “the aggregate of all the processes by which a child or adult develops the abilities, attitudes and other 

forms of behaviour which are of positive value to the society in which he lives”. 

In the Nigerian context, education is recognized as a tool for national development and unity, as reflected 

in the National Policy on Education (NPE, 2014), which emphasizes the inculcation of national 

consciousness and unity, the development of appropriate skills, and the acquisition of relevant knowledge 

to enhance the individual’s contribution to the nation. In other words, education serves both instrumental 

and intrinsic purpose, it is not only a means of personal advancement but also a medium for promoting 

civic responsibility, social cohesion, and collective identity, especially in society like Nigeria. 

Democracy, etymologically derived from the Greek words “demos (people) and kratos (power)”, refers to 

a system of government in which power resides with the people, either directly or through elected 

representatives. Democracy is premised on key principles such as political participation, rule of law, 

equality, freedom of expression, and accountability. Democracy in Nigeria has evolved through different 

political dispensations, from colonial rule to military regimes and now a civilian – led democratic 

governance system. The return to democratic rule in 1999 has provided a framework for civil liberties, 

participatory governance, and inclusive decision-making. However, challenges such as ethnic bigotry, 

religious in tolerance and social discriminations still persist. Democracy in Nigeria must go beyond 

periodic elections; it must foster political education, civil engagement, and institutional trust to achieve 

meaningful national integration. 

National Integration, refers to the process of uniting the divers’ groups within a polity into a cohesive 

whole, characterized by a shared sense of identity, loyalty, and common destiny. It involves the 

elimination of socio-cultural, religious, ethnic, and linguistic divisions that could threaten national unity. 

Nigeria, with over 250 ethnic groups, has often struggled with achieving national integration due to 

factors such as colonial legacies, uneven development, religious extremism, and identity politics. The 

Nigerian civil war (1967-1970), recurring ethno religious conflicts, and secessionist agitations are stark 

reminders of the fragile nature of Nigeria’s national cohesion. National integration, therefore, requires not 

only political solutions but also educational and democratic strategies that foster mutual understanding, 

inclusivity, and equal opportunities.  

Education, from all perspectives holds a variety of interpretations of what education is. There is no 

generally accepted one for all definition of education.  However, education is said to be the systematic all-

round development of individuals as they fit into their society’s worldviews. It is the trans-generational 

transmission of the values and norms of the society. Also is a means of transmitting culture from one 
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generation to another and the process of bringing about a relatively permanent change in human 

behaviour (Uriah, 2019). In other words, education is a process by which the society assists younger 

generations in understanding the heritage of their past, participating productively in the society of the 

present, and contributing to the future. (Obanya, 2004:3). Opined that education is considered in its 

broadest sense possible to include (but transcends) mere schooling and should be seen as an articulation 

of informal opportunities for self-improvement, non-formal structure for the inculcation and sustenance of 

basic life skills, and continuous development of the human potentials. Anele, (2019), submitted that 

education is the sum total of the training given to a younger person by an adult to make him or her an 

acceptable member of the society. 

 

Forms of Education 

Amaele, (2017:30), presented the following forms of education; as follows: 

i. Formal Education: This is the type of education received in formal institutions of learning such 

as; the primary school, post primary schools (Secondary School, teacher training colleges, 

technical/commercial schools), and the tertiary institutions as well, the universities, polytechnics, 

colleges of education etc. It has well determined setting where well trained personnel (teacher) 

interact with learners on planned educative processes. 

ii. Informal Education: This process of education includes all the agencies outside the formal 

school system which influence the child’s experience or learning. This form of education goes on 

at home, in the church/mosque, in the farm, market, on social media etc. 

iii. Non-Formal Education: This type of education combines elements of formal and informal 

education. Like formal education, non-formal education is planned; but quite unlike it, non-

formal education is not within the regular educational times mostly. It is received in form of 

workshop, seminar, etc., organized for workers by their employers. (Okoh, 2014), said that part-

time, sandwich, remedial, distance learning, national open universities are examples of non-

formal education. 

iv. Indigenous/Traditional Education: This is a training allegiance, mutual interest and 

interdependence. The content of which is the community’s values, beliefs, traditions and 

vocations which have been cherished and practiced over generations. 

Aim and Objectives of Nigerian Education 
The aim of education in Nigeria according to the National Policy on Education (NPE 2014) is to inculcate 

national consciousness and national unity, values and attitudes for the survival of the individual and the 

Nigerian society. However, the national policy on education again avers that the objectives of Nigerian 

education includes; 

1. A just and Egalitarian Society: A just and egalitarian society refers to a society where merit 

takes precedence over mediocrity. In an egalitarian society, everybody is equal before the law. 

2. A Free and Democratic Society: There can never be democracy without freedom. Freedom is a 

natural gift to man. Democracy in its elementary understanding refers to "the government of the 

people by the people and for the people". In a democratic society, the people freely choose 

leaders among themselves. But here the Nigerian experience is directly opposite. 

3. A United, Strong and Self-Reliant Nation: 

Unity, strength, and self-reliance could be seen as the summary of the national vision of Nigeria. 

Self-reliance is very important to any nation. No nation achieves unity and strength without being 

self-reliant. 

4. A Great and Dynamic Economy: 

A great and dynamic economy to a nation refers to a country whose economic resources are 

diversified, a country whose economy is channelled- both local and international. 

5. A Land of Bright and Full Opportunities for All Citizens: 

Once a free and democratic society, a just and egalitarian society, a united, strong and self-reliant 
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nation, and a great and dynamic economy is met, there will be bright and full opportunities for all 

citizens 

Democracy 
The clamouring and yearnings of the citizens across the nations of the world for the enthronement of 

democracy as a form of government, makes it an indisputable fact that it is a form of government that is 

not only fashionable  for the 21st century society but also a system that guarantees the rights of the 

individuals at every point. Democracy, as a system of government where power is vested on the people 

either directly or through elected representatives. It is rooted in the principles of popular sovereignty, 

individual rights, free and fair elections, and rule of law. (Dahl, 2000), democracy emphasizes political 

equality and participatory governance. Democracy is often described using Abraham Lincoln’s, a former 

American President, famous definition: “Government of the people, by the people, and for the people.” In 

essence, it allows citizens to influence decision-making processes and hold leaders accountable through 

institutional mechanisms such as election and civic participation. 

(Ajibola, 1991) stresses that: Democracy is a political method, that is to say, a certain type of institutional 

arrangement for arriving at political legislative and administrative decisions. It is a method by which the 

individual acquires the power to participate in decision by means of competition struggle for people’s 

votes, it is this competition for votes that is the distinguishing character of the democratic method. 

(Giddens, 1996). Democracy is a political system that allows the citizens to participate in political 

decision making, or to elect representatives to government bodies. It is a government where the rule of 

law reigns supreme. 

Origin of Democracy.  

Democracy, has its roots in ancient Greece; particularly in the city- state of Athens around the 5th century 

BCE. Athenian democracy was a form of direct democracy where eligible citizens participated in 

decision-making themselves, not through representatives (Held, 2006). 

However, modern democracy evolved over centuries, incorporating ideas from Roman Republic, 

Enlightenment thinkers like John Locke and Montesquieu, and political revolutions such as the American 

(1776) and French Revolutions (1789). These events laid tremendous foundation for representative 

democracies where elected officials act on behalf of the people. 

Democracy in Nigeria (Pre-Colonial Era) 

Before colonialism, indigenous governance in Nigeria exhibited democratic elements. For instance, the 

Igbo practiced a form of direct democracy through village assemblies, and the Yoruba had a system of 

checks on kingship through councils and traditional chiefs (Afigbo, 1972). 

Colonial Era (1861–1960) 
British colonial rule imposed indirect rule, which altered indigenous systems. Moreover, constitutional 

developments like the Clifford Constitution (1922) introduced limited elections for legislative councils, 

marking the beginning of democratic institutions (Coleman, 1958). 

Post-Independence Era 
Nigeria gained her independence in 1960, adopting a parliamentary democracy modelled after Britain. 

This system failed due to ethnic tensions and military coups. The second republic (1979–1983), saw the 

adoption of a presidential system modelled on the U.S, but was again interrupted by military rule. 

Notwithstanding, democracy as a system of governance was fully restored in 1999, with the Fourth 

Republic, and Nigeria has since conducted multiple general elections (Omotola, 2010). Despite 

challenges like electoral fraud and political violence, democracy has taken root, with increasable society 

engagement and reforms. 

 

Characteristics of Democracy 
Kalagbor, (2001), outlined the following as the basic characteristics of a democratic form of governance: 

i. Popular participation in politics and government 

ii. Popular sovereignty, those who hold political position should stand ready to do what the people 

want them to do, or to refrain from doing anything they oppose 
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iii. Political equality 

iv. Popular consultation, majority rule and minority right. 

v. Popular consent 

vi. Multipartism, free and fair elections 

vii. Rule of law 

viii. Guarantee of inalienable fundamental rights 

ix. Independence of the judiciary, etc. 

Types of Democracy 
There are two major forms of democracy; direct and indirect (representative democracy), in direct 

democracy, every adult male citizen is involved in the determination and deliberation of matters 

concerning the people and the state. This may be possible where the size of the population is small, for 

example, in the traditional Greece society (Polis). On the other hand, indirect or representative democracy 

arises where some individuals are elected to represent the interest of others as in the elections of the 

President, Vice President, Governors, Members of the National and State Houses of Assembly, Local 

Government Chairman and Councillors. Democracy can equally be classified into Liberal Democracy, 

Socialist Democracy and what may be referred to as the Third World Variant. 

 

National Integration in Nigeria 
National integration, refers to the process of bringing together various ethnic, linguistic, and religious 

groups in a unified nation-state, ensuring loyalty to the nation above sectional values, collective identity, 

mutual respect, and equitable participation in national life. Nigeria, as a multi-ethnic and multi-religious 

country, faces continuous challenges in achieving national integration, the process of creating a sense of 

unity and identity among diverse groups. Two crucial instruments that play a foundational role in 

addressing this challenge are education and democracy. However, both serve as tools for promoting social 

cohesion, reducing ethnic tensions, and fostering national consciousness. 

The Role of Education in National Integration 
i. Civic and National Values Education: Education instils civic values such as tolerance, respect 

for diversity, and national identity. Through the Civic Education curriculum and Social Studies, 

Nigerian students are taught the importance of unity and patriotism. (Okafor, 2011). 

ii. Unity Schools and Federal Character: The creation of Federal Government Colleges (Unity 

Schools), was aimed at promoting interaction among students from different regions, ethnicities 

and religions. This initiative fosters understanding and breaks down prejudices (Fafunwa, 1974). 

iii. Language Policy: The National Policy on Education recommends the use of English as the 

lingua franca and encourages the learning of at least one of the three major Nigerian languages to 

foster communication (FRN, 2013). 

iv. Education as a Tool for Social Mobility: By providing equal educational opportunities, 

education can reduce social inequality, which in turn decreases feelings of marginalization and 

promotes national cohesion (Obasi & Asodike, 2007). 

The Role of Democracy in National Integration 
i. Inclusive Governance: Democracy promotes inclusive participation, where all ethnic and 

regional groups have the right to vote, be elected, and have representation in government (Suberu, 

2001). This inclusive nature helps to integrate various interests and identities within the national 

framework. 

ii. Federalism and Power Sharing: Nigeria’s democracy is anchored in federalism, which allows 

different regions to retain a level of autonomy while being part of a united nation. The federal 

character principle ensures equitable distribution of resources and appointments (Akinboye, 

2013). 

iii. Freedom of Expression and Dialogue: Democracy as a system of governance allows open 

dialogue and peaceful conflict resolution. The presence of a free press, civil society, and 

opposition parties fosters national debate and consensus building (Diamond, 1995). 
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iv.  Periodic Elections and Legitimacy: Conducting regular elections provides citizens the 

opportunity to choose leaders, which enhances the legitimacy of the state and increases citizen 

loyalty to the Nigerian state over ethnic allegiance (Jinadu, 2011). 

Furthermore, there are also some contemporary challenges, education and democracy is currently facing 

in Nigeria. The include: 

i. Poor funding and inequality in education: These has led to regional disparities in literacy and 

access, reinforcing divisions. 

ii. Ethno-regional politics and electoral malpractice: Undermine democratic ideals and breed 

discontent. 

iii. Religious extremism and separatist movement: Such as Boko Haram and IPOB, exploit gaps in 

education and democratic governance to push divisive ideologies (Ibeanu, 2007). 

iv. Role of Anti-Social Elements: The role of anti-social elements arises during the elections. A lot 

of people are forced or bribed to vote for a particular candidate or party. Rigging also takes place 

during elections.  

v. Growing Economic and Social Inequalities among People: There are lots of socio-economic 

inequalities amongst the people. Although all the citizens have the right to vote and fight 

elections only rich people have a chance to win the election.  

 

CONCLUSION 

From the above discourse, it is evidently clear that there is a tripartite relationship between education, 

democracy, and national integration in Nigeria. Education, democracy and national integration have an 

interconnected relationship that is widely appreciated by all and sundry. This is so, because education 

plays a very crucial role in producing educated and enlightened citizens who are the major actors in the 

political space. The citizens, having been inculcated with the right types of societal values and norms 

bring their educational training into democracy where accountability and transparency is the watchword. 

Thus, education equips the players of the democratic process the necessary training which enhances the 

promotion of good governance and thereby fostering national integration. 

However, submission is that, in spite of all the daunting challenges in our polity, education remains the 

only instrument to internalize the tenets of democracy for national integration. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
This study believes that education, democracy is the only panacea for national integration in Nigeria. The 

study acknowledged too that the policy statements of Nigerian policy of education and democratic system 

characteristic and principles as it is stipulated on the need for Nigeria to be united are very clear in the 

document, what is lacking is the actualization of the principle. With this at back of our minds, the study 

wishes to proffer the following recommendations as the way forward for enhancing national integration in 

Nigeria. 

i. The curriculum reforms should prioritize the national values, peace education, and 

multiculturalism. 

ii. The civic education should be extended beyond schools to include informal education and media 

awareness. 

iii. Strengthening institutions such as the Independent Electoral Commission (INEC), Judiciary, and 

Civil Society Organizations will deepen democratic culture. 

iv. Policies must target inclusivity, addressing marginalized communities to ensure all groups feel 

represented. 

v. The language policy where every child is expected to learn one of the three major Nigerian 

languages (i.e., Hausa, Yoruba, and Igbo) other than his own should be enforced. Language is a 

unifying factor because the people see themselves as one groups, while people who are 

handicapped linguistically are regarded as foreigners. 
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