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Introduction 
The world over, every nation has her philosophy of education based on 
her national ideologies. These ideologies are translated into concrete 
education goals that serve as a base for philosophical orientation. This 
paper reflects on education as a base for philosophical orientation. It 
examined the link between education and philosophical orientation – 
idealism, realism, pragmatism, essentialism, existentialism, 
perennialism and reconstruction. It also analyzed philosophy of 
education based on national ideologies with an overview of the Nigeria 
context. The paper recommends the development of an ideological 
framework based on the peculiar nature of the country and the 
philosophy of education that is based on philosophical orientation 
which is relevant for the functional productivity of the nation. 
          It is an undisputable fact that education is an indispensable tool 
for human capital formation and capacity building for increased job 
performance which culminates in the development of the wealth of 
Nations (Ehiaguina, 2009).  Simply put, it is a means of empowering the 
individual through the acquisition of knowledge and relevant skills in 
order to become useful to himself and the community.  In a relative 
sense, it’s a means of inculcating the right values, norms and ethics on 
the individual (usually called the learner). 
 Education as a right of every child was universally acclaimed by 
the UNO through its Declaration of Human Right on the 10th of 
December, 1948 and Acts of Athens in 1950 which states that “the right 
to education must be guaranteed to all without discrimination” (Orboh, 
2008).  Therefore, when the immense relevance of education is viewed 
against the background of socio-economic development and capacity 
building for improved output, the need for a vibrant and functional 
philosophical orientation for a country cannot be over emphasized. 
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 There is no educational system which is not based on 
philosophy although philosophy of education varies from one society to 
another and from time to time in the same society.  Philosophy means 
the love of wisdom and derived from two Greek words – “Philos” and 
“Sophia” (wisdom).  It relates to concerted effort geared towards 
search for the knowledge of unlimitless and its task is to provide 
fundamental explanation of all reality.  According to Orboh (2003), 
philosophy is the search for and acquisition of the knowledge of ideas. 
It gives direct access to true reality as distinct from the inspired guesses 
of a poet or a sage.  It is this knowledge which enables the philosopher 
to know how men ought to live.  This is why Plato strongly 
recommended that the ruler/king must be a philosopher.  It can be 
justifiably asserted that philosophy includes the study of dialectics 
(proceeding from the known to the unknown, through a process of 
criticism and cross-examination), the objective of showing men how to 
obtain peace of mind and the way to comprehend the true nature of 
reality so as to know what everything is for. 
 Against the backdrop of the disagreement between the 
traditional and analytic philosophers over the definitions of philosophy, 
Peters and Hirst (1973) said that philosophy  “is concerned with 
questions about the analysis of concepts and with questions about the 
ground of knowledge, belief, action and activities.”  In the 
conceptualization of education as a philosophical orientation of any 
country, the teacher is obviously a prime factor.  Stories from the Bible 
and the annals of the ancient cities of Athens, Sparta and Egypt (which 
is regarded as the cradle of black civilization), among others, elucidated 
and reiterated the need for functional education as a base for effective 
national development which is predicated on a well articulated 
philosophical orientation.  In those ancient cities, teachers through 
philosophical-based education were used to build the type of nation 
they wish to build. 
 The worry of this paper is the link between education and 
philosophical orientation of countries of the world.  Hence it seeks to 
examine education as a base for philosophical orientation and x-ray the 
relevance of the present National Policy on Education to the Nigerian 
philosophy of education; make a personal judgement on the policy so 
far, and make useful suggestions.  
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Philosophical Orientation and their Relevance to Education 
For the purpose of this paper, the two major schools of thought to be 
considered are idealism and realism.  Although education is the 
development of man. Man is in harmony with the spiritual universe.  
However, attempts will be made to look at their philosophical 
components thus: 
 
Idealism 
Idealism, derived from the platonic tradition, asserts that reality is 
ultimately spiritual or mental.  It sees the ultimate reality in ideas that 
are eternal, timeless and resident to a great degree, innately in human 
consciousness (Orona, 2005).  Man is a spiritual being encased, as it 
were in a corporeal body.  The idealists do not totally deny the 
existence of material things such as trees, tables etc. or the other things 
we experience.  They, however, maintain that these corporal things 
constitute only manifestations (carbon picture) of the unchanging in 
incorporeal word of ideas.  For idealists’ philosophy, the human mind is 
primary because it recognizes multi-faceted materials reality the 
essential characteristics, the forms that allow humans to identify the 
essences of reality and therefore generalize about and they make 
meaning of it. Society is served when each individual has been 
educated to maximum capability to know the essential forms and to 
understand their value (Okafor, 1981). The idealists teach that there 
are innate ideas and these ideas form the basis of man’s knowledge.  
They posit that there can be no truer knowledge of the object, e.g. 
human senses and experience, nor can human experience be the origin 
of any true knowledge.  It follows therefore that the only basis of 
knowledge, physical or material object yield, is only apparent and 
cannot be true knowledge. 
 Education is a process of developing the mind so that it may 
more skillfully bring its innate ideas to consciousness and apply those 
ideas to understand the absolute and timeless truth and values of 
human reality.  For the idealists, the ultimate purpose of education is to 
develop the mental aspect of man “wrung out” the innate ideas-ideas 
which lie underdeveloped in human mind.  The more the mental 
process of man is developed, the more man gets to be in harmony with 
and become part of the spiritual universe.  But because of their focus 
on the inter-relationship of ideas and their usefulness in developing the 
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capacities of the mind, the curriculum of subjects is compatible with 
such and educational approach at the classic humanities, in particular 
theology, philosophy, mathematics, history and literature (Okoh, 2003).  
Modern rationalism, which defined knowledge in terms of 
mathematical truth and logical deduction of reasons for action, is an 
upshot for idealism. 
 
Realism 
The realists adopt a position which is the polar opposite of the idealist.  
Realism, which is associated with Aristotelianism, derives the primacy 
of consciousness and sees reality in the material world. They maintain 
that the material world is real and that all corporeal things exist 
independently and outside the mind of the knower.  The realists are 
unanimous in positing that man is a biological being who has strong 
natural inclination to be social.  In other words, man is a social animal.  
Surely, that reality is interpreted by man’s senses and reasons, but the 
“world is not dependent of its existence on its being known” (Orona, 
2005). The realists reject the doctrine of innate ideas.  The mind, they 
assert, is like a blank slate (tabular rasa) ideas and for their inter-
relationships. They, therefore, affirm that as a matter of fact, there can 
be no time knowledge prior to sense experience.  Although the above 
fundamental issues bring all realists together under an umbrella; there 
are several differing viewpoints and splinter groups within the realist 
school of thoughts.  For instance, natural realism (naturalism) maintains 
that the universe in not-spiritual and all knowledgeable entities are 
natural since they are subject to the law of space, time and causality. 
But materials realism is of the view that spirits, souls, gods, devils and 
other immaterial entities and powers simply do not exist.  They are 
however unlike the materialists who are silent about what constitute 
the primary existence of reality, i.e. about what counts as the 
explanation of reality. 
 From the point of view of religious realism, man is both spirit 
and matter made in the image of God.  The religious realists assert that 
man is a religious animal endowed by God, his creator with rationality 
and free will.  Man is capable of understanding the world around him 
and above all, he has the freedom to make his own decisions.  God is 
ultimate knowledge, the source of all truth, the purpose of human life, 
thought and action.  Human society, therefore, requires that each of its 
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members become familiar with the reality of the world through the 
senses, common sense, and experimentation.  The purpose of 
education according to the religious realists in Christian perfection; is to 
seek God in truth in this world, so as to be united with him hereafter in 
the external world.  In the same vein, education is the process of 
studying natural laws and classifying the real world so that each thing 
and each person can be understood in terms of purposes and causes.  
Because of their utility in uncovering the laws of nature and the laws of 
society, the curriculum, subject emphasized by the realists are the 
classics, especially logic, mathematics, science and history (Hirst, 2004). 
 
Pragmatism 
Pragmatism or experimentalism is an indigenous modern North 
American philosophy promulgated by Charles Pierce, William James 
and John Dewey, among others.  It is an outgrowth of BRITISM 
empiricism which asserts that we know only those things which we can 
experience.  Pragmatists see reality as constantly changing, humans as 
researching, verifying beings interacting with reality.  They maintain 
that reality is neither dependent on nor independent of man’s idea of 
it.  Reality is constituted by an interaction between man and his 
environment.  Man, according to the pragmatists, is a socio-biological 
rational animal. Man is the measure of all things, as it is man who must 
experience: it is he who must read meaning into the universe as he 
interacts with the environment.  They contend that human nature is 
fundamentally plastic and changeable; hence, the rational man can only 
grow if he learns to reconstruct his environments.  Among the major 
factors that form personality are human intelligence and human 
environment.  
 Knowledge for the pragmatist is the truth.  For the typical 
pragmatist, the truth of an idea depends on the consequences that are 
observed objectively when the idea is put into operation: and 
education as a process of learning to think critically and engaging in 
problem-solving, using the principles of the scientific method.  The 
pragmatic philosophy of education fully endorses the concept of child-
centred education.  This concept underscores the fact that the needs, 
the abilities, the critical intelligence and learning capabilities of the 
child ought to constitute the core pre-occupation of the school 
curriculum.  The ideal education is one that connects general ideals 
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with real problems and stresses their practical bearing.  Pragmatism 
also stresses action and doing and maintains that imaginative 
theorizing must be supported and controlled by the outcome of active 
experimentation. Appropriate curriculum prepares the students for life 
success and improving society and consists more in seeking solutions to 
problems than in subject’s mastery.  Pragmatists focus on the students 
rather than the subject matter, and advocate teaching students how to 
think so that they can solve problems and function as citizens in a 
democratic society.  Project-based learning, group activities, an inter-
disciplinary course work are hallmarks of this educational policy.  
Educational theorist seeking radical student-centred change in 
educative John Holt (1982), A.S. Neill (1960), and Ivan Illich are the 
descendants of the Dewey tradition. 
 
Essentialism 
Essentialism, according to Manskic (2006), hinges on the influence by 
both the idealist and the realist philosophies and was developed in 
opposition to the progress visit (from the pragmatist orientation) ideals 
of the followers of John Dewey.  Essentialists believed that only 
relevant truth and reality should be focused; and that those hazy 
abstract concepts should be disregarded. 
 The essentialist sees the aim of education as intellectual 
discipline fostered by study in key subject areas.  Essentialists believe 
that the curriculum should be to reading, writing, and arithmetic at the 
elementary level and five basic subjects at the secondary level, e.g. 
English, mathematics, sciences, history, and foreign language (Omoike 
and Aluede, 2009).  Other subjects, if included at all in curriculum, may 
be offered for less credit as extra-curricular activities for essentialists, 
the teacher is an authority in a discipline and passes the disciplines 
knowledge to the student, who also leans the cognitive skills needed to 
master the knowledge. 
 Originally, an educational approach developed by a group of 
education led by William Badley of Teachers College, Columbia 
University, essentialism resurgence as a philosophy in America 
education began subsequent to World War II, and the philosophy’s 
adherents in American education began subsequent to World War II, 
and the philosophy’s adherents in American education grew in the 
wake of concern over the 1957 U.S.S.R. launch of Sputnik 1 (Orboh, 



Justina Onojerema Eimuhi & Ehiaguina O Sebastin          9 

 

2008).  Essentialism’s modern-day spokespeople have included E.D. 
Hirsch (1996), William Bennett and Chester Finn (2000), and Diane 
Ravitch (2000). 
 
Existentialism 
Existentialism, a European philosophy, is a 19th century philosophical 
movement but fully developed in the wake of 20th century’s World War 
based on the ideals of Martin Heidegger and Jean-Paul Sartre.  It is a 
movement against traditional philosophy as represented by the school 
of idealism and realism.  Existentiality sees reality as shifting human 
condition requiring constant choice-making and self-definition.  
Existentialism focuses on question about men and his existence.  
Guiding by the old Socratic percept “man know yourself’, the 
existentialists ask questions like ‘Who am I?” Does my life have 
meaning? “What is my destiny” “how do I confront choice?” 
 Existentialism is a philosophy born out of experience of men in 
the age of science and technology.  Modern man has found himself in a 
hectic and chaotic world; in a world that is morally bankrupt; in a world 
of alienation and loneliness.    ‘Human-predicaments” and the “anguish 
of nothingness.”  Existentialism places inter premium on freedom of 
choice.  Man did not choose himself.  He had no domain over coming 
into being, into existence.  But having found himself in existence, man 
cannot escape the making of choices.  In the words of Eimuhi (2009), 
‘to be, means to be engaged in choosing.  The two terms ‘to be’ and ‘to 
engaged’ in choosing, are synonymous mutually convertible.”  It is each 
individual who defines himself through the choice he makes.  The 
individual is not to be told what to be and what to do; he is responsible 
for what he is and what he becomes.  As Orboh (2008) puts it; “I am 
what I do; my character is the sum of my actions, and it is therefore self 
centered.  My character can change because I can always act 
differently.  My destiny is my own.” 
 Existentialists see education purely as a moral enterprise.  The 
school should enable the child to produce a full and complete and full 
awareness of him intellectually and morally.  Emphasis is on child’s 
growth and development.  Simply put, education is a pursuit of self-
actualization and personal one for the student.  Prominence is given to 
subjects in which private, personal choice and decision may be taken, 
such as the arts, literature, creative writings, music and so on.  Just as 
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the existentialist philosophy is anchored on the promise of man’s 
search for himself, so is  the ultimate purpose of existentialist 
education to bring about authentic existence by helping the child to 
cope with or eliminate the human predicaments of fear, frustration, 
anxiety, despair and alienation. 
 
Perennialism 
Perennialism, derived for the most part from realism, elucidates the 
knowledge of the past and promulgates the notion that this classic 
knowledge is good for all times and all people.  Perennialist holds that 
human nature and, consequently, educational goals are constant and 
universal.  Teachers are authority figures who instruct relatively passive 
students in the wisdom of the ages.  The study of the “Great Books” of 
western civilizations and a curriculum based on the humanities taught 
to all students are typical perennialist approaches.  Robert M. Hutchins 
(1936) is an early supporter of this point of view.  Mortimer Adler 
(1982) and Atlan Bloom (1987) are latter-day proponents. 
 
Reconstructionalism 
Reconstructionalism. is an outgrowth of the progressives movement.  
Originally led by George Counts (1968) and Charles Rugg, a sector of the 
progress visits decided that a child-centred approach had to be 
superseded with social approach to education where in the schools 
become a force not just for individual development, but also for social 
change.  Students and teachers together critically analyze the problems 
of the present social change for the better.  Reconstructionists view 
teacher as among the leadership of social order.  Theordore Brameld 
carried forward the social reconstructionist tanner, later taken up by 
Alvin Toffler, Michael Apple, Paulo Freire, and Henry Giroux (1997) 
Cited by (Omoike and Aluede, 2009). 
 
Educational Philosophy Based on National Ideologies 
Basically, the philosophy of education of any country is based on her 
nationalistic ideologies.  For instance, towards the 18th century,  A new 
spirit of nationalism was born throughout the Western World.  This 
spirit of nationalism was deeply felt within the educational process, as 
nationalism became not only a philosophy of life, but moreso, a 
philosophy of education.  In Germany, Johann Fichte (1762 – 1814) 
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thought that education ought to be used to unite all Germans in a state 
that, through purity of race and character, world govern the world. This 
was the origin of the Nazi philosophy of education.  From the 
philosophy of fascism, Giovanni Gentle formulated a racist philosophy 
of education for the Italian educational system.  In the new World, C.S. 
Pierce (1839-1914), William James (1842-19100 and) john Dewey 
(1859-1952) gave North America a framework for the 
progressive/pragmatic philosophy of education.  The role of philosophy 
of education is to lay the foundations of educational policy.  It stands to 
reason, therefore, that National Policy of Education should be 
philosophical. Philosophy of education is descriptive, speculative and 
analytical.  Therefore, philosophy of education specifies the ends that 
education ought to follow as well as the general means towards the 
attainment of these ends.  The corollary is that if a National Policy on 
Education fails to provide sharp and clear identification as to which 
item of educational objectives is congruent to items of the National 
objectives, it is unphilosophical.  
 
The Nigerian Context 
Nigeria is a country that was founded on unity in diversity by a colonial 
creation.  Before the advent of the Europeans to the geographical area 
known as Nigeria today, every ethnic group had a way of transmitting 
those cherished ideals, philosophies, ethics, folktales, etc. from one 
generation to another. 
 However, the Nigerian philosophy of education aims at 
providing equal educational opportunities for all citizens of the nations 
at the primary, secondary and tertiary levels, both inside and outside 
the formal school system. It advocates: a free and democratic society; a 
just and egalitarian society; a united, strong and self reliant nation; a 
great and dynamic economy; a land of bright and full opportunities for 
all citizens; it has to be geared towards a number of ideals.  These 
ideals include self-realization, better human relationship, individual and 
national efficiency, national consciousness, as well as national unity 
geared towards social, cultural, economic, political, scientific and 
technological progress. 
 The National Policy on Education (9-3-4), in evolving the new 
educational system advocates “introduction to vocations”.  It can 
correctly be termed “introduction to career education?.  “Suffice it to 
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depose that the 9-3-4 system of education, otherwise known as the 
“carrier education”, is the most controversial, revolutionary, and 
debated ideal in education today throughout Nigerian because of its 
implementation problems.  Like any ventures in any society, there are 
ups and down, and this new National policy on education in not an 
exception.  In spite of the pitfalls, the criticism and the continuing 
dialogue on how to effectively implement the policy, the evidences 
point to a strong possibility that the 9-3-4 system of education is the 
major re-direction of the entire educational system. The current trend 
in the philosophy of education is on the subject of occupational 
development,  which is of different value with academic development, 
and indeed the two should not be separated.  Usual (1982) asserted 
that educational reform is a necessity to meet the challenging needs of 
our developing States and Nations.  In line with the views of Usual, 
education must change to meet the needs of Nigerians in spite of our 
numerous problems currently experienced with their economic and 
social dimensions. One major area of relevance of our educational 
system to the National philosophy of education is the government’s 
attitude towards the establishment of educational institution in the 
country.  Since our educational system is devised to serve the diverse 
needs of our society, a number of educational institutions have been 
established or modified to accomplish these objectives. 
 However, this system remains more of a dream because of the 
expensive nature of the system and other problems like lack of 
competent teachers and personnel to maintain and operate the 
machinery imported to enhance the technological asset of the system 
(if the machines are still there).  It is opprobrium that after thirty-four ( 
34)  years of the adoption of the National Policy on Education in 
Nigeria, the policy that was applauded for the seeming great 
innovations and especially because of the promise of equal educational 
opportunities it held for Nigerians, these lofty ideals are far from being 
realized.  The worry of this paper is that the land (of Nigeria) is fully 
bright but not full of opportunities, and equalitarianism seems a pipe 
dream. 
 
Conclusion 
Education is essential in maintaining what several Government Policy 
writers have termed free enterprise democracy; that is preserving an 
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individual’s opportunity to compete successfully in the economic 
market place, in spite of a disadvantaged background.  The relationship 
between the Nigeria policy on education and philosophy of education 
calls for serious and close examination.  The need for sound, committed 
and productive education that serves as a base for philosophical 
orientation cannot be over-emphasized.  In the same vein, there is the 
need to predicate same on functional idealism base of a country.      
 This paper, therefore, recommends the development of an 
ideological framework that is based on the peculiar nature of the 
country; and the philosophy of education of any country be based on 
the relevant philosophical orientation that will be functionally 
productive for the country. 
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