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ABSTRACT 

This paper examines how Adult Education can be used to build the culture of 

democracy in Nigeria. It identifies social engineering as a method to be employed by 

Adult Education in entrenching the culture of democracy. It also sees conscientisation 

as a veritable tool of democratic culture. It concludes by providing suggestions on 

how Adult Education can help to engineer and conscientise the citizenry for 

embracing the culture of democracy for sustainable livelihood. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The importance accorded Adult Education in developing countries and the rest 

of the world shows that the discipline plays vital roles in development. The purpose of 

Adult Education is essentially to enable the adult develop his potentials economically, 

socially, politically and economically. Adult Education is considered to be all forms 

of learning enterprise, experience or activity to which people are exposed outside the 

formal school system. Its purpose is to engender the learning society in which the 

intellectual element -the mind- plays a primary role in the affairs of individual and 

society. This paper seeks to look into how Adult Education can help to build the 

culture of democracy in Nigeria. 

 

Conceptual Clarification 

Adult Education 

Adult Education, according to Bown (1979), is an integral part of life-long 

education. It can contribute decisively to economic and cultural development, social 

progress and world peace, as well as to the development of an educational system. 

According to Kidd (1978), development is growth plus change in terms of 

social and cultural, as well as economic quality and quantity. The development in this 

context centres on Dar-es-Salam Declarations and UNESCO Recommendations, 
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which confirm that Adult Education is now seen, not just as occasional, but in the 

mainstream of economic, social and civic advancement. 

In his view, Nyerere (1978), says, “man makes himself’. It is his ability to act 

deliberately, for a self- determined purpose which distinguishes him. It is an 

expansion of his own consciousness, power over himself, his environment and his 

society.” 

The purpose acclaimed is the liberation of man from hunger, restraints, want 

and limitations of ignorance and dependency. It then implies that Adult Education has 

been directed at helping man to develop, by inducing changes, and enables man to 

control the changes induced and those which are the result of environment. In other 

words, Adult Education enables the individual to play an adult role effectively by this 

full acceptance of his social responsibility. 

There are many definitions of Adult Education. For the purpose of this discourse, 
UNESCO definition is adopted. According to UNESCO (1976) as cited by Anyanwu (1987); 

Adult education denotes the entire body of organised 

educational processes, whatever the content, level and 

method, whether formal or otherwise, --- whereby 

persons regarded as adults by the society to which they 

belong, develop their abilities, enrich their knowledge, 

improve their technical or professional qualification, or 

turn them in a new direction and bring about changes in 

their attitudes or behaviour in the two fold perspective of 

full personal development and participation in balanced 

and independent social, economic and cultural 

development (p. 19) 

The above definition covers all organised educational activities provided for 

people who are not in regular school and university system. The discipline is more 

than literacy, but dispenses social justice, liberation of man and a key instrument of a 

just and democratic programme of development. In the view of UNESCO, Adult 

Education is seen as an integral part of lifelong education; the reason being that it 

affords every individual the equal socio-economic and political opportunity to learn 

new things, at all stages of life, or at normal learning span in the life of every 

individual. This further implies that Adult Education is a subset of lifelong education. 

It means learning from birth to death. It seeks integration of formal and non-formal 
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education. This is with conscious intention to bring about changes in information, 

knowledge, understanding, skills, appreciation and attitude. Adult Education is 

therefore a means of achieving the ‘spread effects’ of development through 

participation of the masses in the necessary aesthetic, cultural and civic education for 

public enlightenment (Federal Government of Nigeria, 2004). 

 

Democracy in Nigeria 

Democracy is generally defined as a form of government in which all adult 

citizens have an equal say in the decisions of who govern them. It is a form of 

government by especially vote of the majority. It is also a government in which the 

supreme power is vested on the people usually though their elected representatives. 

The Nigerian political bureau of 1986 established by General Ibrahim 

Badamasi Babangida shortly after his successful coup was one of the broadest 

political consultation exercise conducted in Nigerian history. 

The bureau was charged with the responsibility of investigating the failed 

Nigerian political, democratic institution, collating the socio-political views of 

Nigerians and submitting remedies to curtail the perceived shortcomings of the 

political, and economic process (Directorate of Social Mobilisation, 1987). Before the 

establishment of the bureau, Nigeria had undergone two major democratic 

experiments replete with institutional failures. However, this did not quench the 

demand for a return to democracy after what was perceived as a relapse to 

authoritarian tendencies during the administration of General Muhammad Buhari. 

This agitation for democracy continued until the country final returned to full 

democracy in 1999. 

In spite of attaining democratic status however, Nigeria still seems to be 

backward in the areas of certain democratic principles. These are in the areas of right 

of speech, the right to vote and be voted. A lot of malpractices and sharp practices on 

the part of politicians have marred the entrenchment of these principles. The question 
now is what is the concern of Adult Education in democracy? This will be addressed below. 

 

Adult Education and Democratic Concern 

Democracy in developing countries is not practiced as it is done in developed 

countries. There are many factors that are responsible for this. Some of the factors 

include political apathy on the part of credible people who are supposed to be 
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involved in the democratic process. This apathy has made the false democrats to 

hijack governance in the country. 

Another problem has to do with the faulty political structure inherited from 

colonial masters. This has become problems to developing countries especially 

Nigeria. Years of military dictatorship have not helped matters for democracy in 

Nigeria. These dark years have prevented illiterates and semi-illiterate people from 

knowing their rights. This has serious implications for Adult Education. This paper is 

aimed at examining how adult education helps in building the culture of democracy in 

Nigeria. The paper will attempt to address the issue. 

 

Building the Culture of Democracy through Adult Education 

Democracy is a social process. The culture of democracy can be built through 

social engineering. The concepts of social engineering and its significance to 

democratic culture will be discussed below. 

Social Engineering 

Social Engineering is defined according to Carter (1979) as “The application of 

scientific principles to the analysis of social processes (socialization) and the 

designing of methods of control of the component elements in social interaction 

(teaching and learning) with the sole aim of effecting optimum functioning of social 

structure. 

The above definition implies raising the level of awareness of the citizens. It 

seeks to conscientize, sensitize and mobilize people towards maintenance of societal 

status quo. On this note, social engineering is an instrument employed by Adult 

Education to see the potentials of education: in enhancing man’s creativity, 

sensitivity, knowledge, attitudes and critical consciousness. 

According to Schofield (1972), a social engineer is viewed as a facilitator, a 

manager, a designer of programmes; someone who is skilled in the technicalities of 

adults with respect to their place and function in society. He is able to handle 

situations of uncertainty, social crises and conflict towards reformation, rehabilitation 

and reconstruction of the community He is able to employ education as a weapon of 

mobilising and creating awareness in the citizenry. 

Hence, social engineering aims at selling culture of democracy to different 

categories of people in the society in order to develop a sense of responsibility and of 

knowledge of how to proceed in making personal adjustment to democratic principles. 
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Moreover,, Adult education as an instrument of social engineering helps social groups 

to become aware of the causes of societal problems, analyse and evaluate the 

problems, propose answers, become directly responsible for their programming and 

execution for better change. 

Significance of Social Engineering and Adult Education 

The concepts of social engineering and adult education are all embracing 

instruments of social change, revitalization of Nigeria culture, promotion of 

egalitarian society and fashioning out a new direction. The two phenomena employ 

scientific principles or techniques such as individual, small group and large group 

techniques, to teach man to gain skills that will enable man cope more successfully 

with the problems of his everyday life. 

Both concepts assumed that if individual members of the society are 

knowledgeable and enlightened in social matters like political, economic and health 

problems, they will be able to control new situations. The tempo of new situations in 

social change continues, while lifelong education programmes encompass what 

people need to know. 

In summary, the concepts of social engineering and adult education can be applied 

to treat some of the challenges and realities being faced by Nigerians today such as 

maintain democracy, secularism and national unity; raising individual consciousness, 

and maximizing the choices available to individuals and groups such that we can 

make the wisest possible decision. Also, the concepts can be used: 

 For rapid production of knowledge, and overwhelming availability of 

information; and 

 For improvement of quality of life for all people within the framework of 

universal human rights. 

Agents of Social Engineering in Nigeria 

Public and private bodies engage in the administration of Adult Education 

programmes in Nigeria. The public body consists of government agencies, and 

agencies affiliated to government ministries or the universities. Private or voluntary 

agencies consist of professional and religious bodies among others. All these can help 

in building the culture of democracy. 
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Nature of Adult Education Practice 

Adult Education work involves participation in a variety of programmes 

designed to meet emergent human and societal development needs. As a result, Adult 

Education has become one of the most rapidly growing sectors of educational 

activities in the world today. Social demand for the educational services of adult 

educators cuts across several disciplines and professions. In this regard, Omolewa 

(1981) points out that “Adult Education covers all fields of learning and all facets of 

activities of man” 

Generally, it is believed that people involved in an educational intervention 

process in order to bring about change and development at both individual and 

societal levels are social engineers (adult educators). Such an intervention process 

may be in a variety of fields, which may include, but will not be limited to Literacy, 

Liberal Education, Civic Education, Health and Agricultural Extension Education, 

Training and Retraining Education, and Community Development. Social Engineers 

abound in Nigerian rural communities and urban centres, operating under the 

umbrella of government ministries or public service agencies, international 

organisations, commercial agencies or industrial settings. They may just be people 

doing some other things for a living, but who identify themselves with the aspirations 

of the masses to achieve social, economic, political and cultural development in some 

way or the other. 

Contribution of Social Engineers to Democratic Culture 

The concern of the UNESCO and international agency for mass education 

worldwide, according to Ehiametalor (1991) has been over the years about Africa’s 

under-development especially in the rural areas. This development leads to the 

education of rural dwellers in the area of education for upliftment and liberation. 

Okoh and Oduaran (1984) contend that liberal education is associated with 

conscientisation and rural animation because it is directly linked to the process of 

enliven, stirring up or arousing, more vigorously, the consciousness of people. Liberal 

education is both a process and an approach that liberates man from mental slavery, 

impotence and feeling of powerlessness. 

Furthermore, through adult education programme, the citizens are made to 

think in national context. They learn to address felt needs, self-reliance and 

citizenparticipation. This will transmit relevant information about national plans and 

government programmes, which in turn would create a climate more favourable to 
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change. With positive awareness, it is hoped that the National Orientation Agency 

(NOA) programmes aimed at sensitizing and mobilising adults, on national economic 

and political agenda would ensure that the knowledge gained would elicit their 

cooperation and participation. 

Paulo Freire’s Conscientisation Approach 

The “Conscientisation” approach to democratic culture of which Paulo Freire 

isthe major spokesman was primarily formulated in the contexts of North-eastern 

Brazil in the early sixties and briefly implemented throughout Brazil prior to the 

military coup in 1964, when Freire was imprisoned for a period. Other experiences 

led or influenced by Freire himself have taken place in Chile in the late sixties, in 

Guinea Bissau in the late seventies. During the seventies Freire’s educational theory 

had a wide influence in the whole Western world, particularly among radical 

educators and progressive religious agencies. His literacy theory and practice are still 

inspiring many educationists, especially in Latin America, where projects are 

organised by non-governmental groups or organisations, and have achieved a certain 

status in UNESCO contexts. 

Freire (1972) deals extensively with theories on the nature of human beings, 

the formation of human consciousness, the nature of human oppression and the 

liberation process in general. His ideology is a mixture of catholism, marxism, 

existentialism, and a general humanism. We will not try to summarize Freire’s whole 

ideology here, but rather try to describe his view on the literacy process itself. 

Freire’s literacy theory and practice aim at making it possible for the 

oppressed illiterates to become aware that they can change their own situation. The 

main task of adult education is to bring up a process of critical reflection that leads top 

action and change. Education is seen as an element in the necessary process of human 

liberation. 

No education is neutral. It is either domesticating or liberating. Domesticating 

methods and content determine each other reciprocally, just as liberating methods and 

content do. 

Dialogue and participation are key elements of liberating education. The 

educational programme is determined through a participatory investigation together 

with the people in the area chosen for literacy, on the culture, the living conditions, 
kind of existing awareness, existing contradictions, the language and vocabulary used, etc. 
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CONCLUSION 

So far, adult education aims at stimulating the masses to draw attention to 

education campaign. It is essentially a process by which men and women accumulate 

knowledge about themselves and their relationship, to foster existence through 

dialogue for freedom. Moreover, adult education is a wider process of lifelong 

learning for adults of all ages. This, according to Asiedu and Oyedeji (1985), is 

because it sets out to ensure the following basic tasks: 

 Develop new mental attitudes; 

 Raise motivational levels; 

 Sharpen the learner’s sense of consistency; 

 Build his confidence in his own capacities; and 

 Strengthen his confidence of community responsibility. 

The above tasks are instruments for social change as the means to achieve 

democratic culture and liberation from subordination and oppression. The tasks also 

shorten the road to development. Hence, they continue to provide a forum for 

discussion and occasional action that promotes healthy quality of life. 

In Nigeria, several adult education programmes have been launched. These 

include mass literacy campaign and social mobilization programme as means of 

democratization and equalization of educational opportunities. It shows that 

government has taken Adult Education more seriously than ever before. However, the 

problem still remains that lack of political commitment and low priority still hamper 

national development planning and implementation. The Directorate of Social 

Mobilization tried but the grass root was not properly mobilised. For increased 

participation in democracy, illiteracy should be removed. People should be 

conscientised about political ambition. 

For adult education to play its role in conscientizing the citizenry, the 

following points should be considered. Adult education as long life education should 

be strengthened at the national, state and local government levels. For instance, many 

social, educational, environmental, political and economic issues should be perceived 

and dealt with within the national context: 

 The content of social engineering programmes should focus, among other 

things, on developing critical thinking and self-directing skills. 
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 The adult educators should ensure that adults learn a wide range of skills and 

information about technology that continues to develop. 

 We have been colonized and misgoverned. This makes us to be prone to social 

disorder, military coups and dictatorship. The task means that the adult should 

be made to learn about democracy and democratic process of negotiation, 

consensus and governance by majority. 

Adult Education is an activity affecting quality of life. It should be a subject of 

priority. The support should be subject to the available resources as they are allocated 

by government and non-government agencies. It is the role and responsibility of 

educators of adults and of the larger society to exert power to ensure that adult 

educators have a rightful place in the design and implementation of important societal 

functions. 
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