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Abstract 

This paper examines the practical application of existentialist philosophy within the Nigerian 

educational system. It investigates how existentialist principles can be integrated into 

pedagogical practices to foster student engagement, critical thinking, and holistic 

development. Employing qualitative research methods, including literature review and case 

studies, the study explores the historical origins and philosophical underpinnings of 

existentialism in education. Key aspects were examined including the relevance of existentialist 

themes such as freedom, authenticity, and personal responsibility in addressing the unique 

challenges and opportunities facing Nigerian education. The findings suggest that 

incorporating existentialist principles into educational practice can enhance student agency, 

resilience, and socio-emotional well-being, thereby contributing to a more meaningful and 

transformative learning experience. 
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Introduction 

Existentialist philosophy has had a notable influence on educational philosophies and practices 

in Nigeria, particularly since the mid-20th century. Thinkers like Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 

Beauvoir, and Albert Camus have left an imprint on Nigerian intellectuals and educators, 

whose work has sought to integrate existentialist ideas into the Nigerian education (Jeko et al., 

2023). 

 

According to Ikeoluwapo (2023), the application of existentialist philosophy in educational 

settings has gained traction worldwide, as educators seek to create learning environments that 

promote individual autonomy, authenticity, and self-discovery. In Nigeria, where the education 

is shaped by diverse cultural, social, and economic factors, the integration of existentialist 

principles holds promise for addressing the multifaceted needs of students and educators alike. 

Existentialist philosophy, with its emphasis on individual freedom, choice, and responsibility, 

offers a compelling framework for reimagining educational practices. In the context of 

Nigerian education, which grapples with myriad challenges ranging from inadequate 

infrastructure to cultural diversity, the application of existentialist principles presents an 

opportunity to address the complex needs of students and educators alike. This introduction 

provides an overview of existentialist philosophy, outlines the structure of the paper, and 

underscores the significance of bridging theoretical insights with practical implications in the 

Nigerian educational context. 
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Furthermore, existentialism posits that human beings are fundamentally free and responsible 

for creating meaning in their lives through their choices and actions. Existence precedes 

essence, meaning that individuals define themselves through their experiences and decisions 

rather than conforming to predetermined roles or identities (Balogun, 2023). Key existentialist 

thinkers such as Jean-Paul Sartre and Martin Heidegger have explored the implications of these 

ideas for various aspects of human existence, including education. Against this backdrop, this 

paper seeks to explore the potential application of existentialist philosophy in Nigerian 

education. By examining the alignment between existentialist principles and the challenges 

faced by the Nigerian education system, this research aims to provide insights into how 

existentialism can inform educational theory and practice in the Nigerian context. Through a 

synthesis of theoretical perspectives and practical examples, this paper endeavors to elucidate 

the benefits and limitations of adopting an existentialist approach to education in Nigeria. 

The subsequent sections of this paper will delve into analyzing the existentialist perspective on 

education, examine the challenges confronting Nigerian education, propose strategies for 

applying existentialist principles in this context, and discuss the implications of this research 

for theory and practice. By engaging with existentialist philosophy and its potential 

implications for Nigerian education, this paper seeks to contribute to a broader view on 

educational reform and innovation in Nigeria and beyond. 

 

Historical Background of Existentialist Philosophy in Education 

Existentialist philosophy, with its emphasis on individual freedom, authenticity, and personal 

responsibility, has deep roots in Western thought, tracing back to thinkers such as Søren 

Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Jean-Paul Sartre (Sasan, 2024). However, the 

existentialist approach to education has evolved over time, adapting to diverse cultural contexts 

and educational systems. In Nigeria, the introduction of existentialist themes into educational 

discourse can be traced back to the mid-20th century, coinciding with the country's struggle for 

independence and the quest for national identity. Nigerian scholars and educators, inspired by 

the works of existentialist philosophers, began exploring the relevance of existentialist 

principles in addressing the educational challenges facing post-colonial society. Today, 

existentialist philosophy continues to inform educational theory and practice in Nigeria, 

serving as a catalyst for innovation and reform in pedagogy, curriculum design, and teacher 

education. 

 

Existentialist Philosophical Foundations 

Existentialist philosophy provides a rich framework for understanding the complexities of 

human existence and the implications for education. At its core, existentialism emphasizes the 

individual's experience of freedom, choice, and responsibility in creating meaning and identity. 

Several key concepts form the foundation of existentialist thought and offer valuable insights 

into educational theory and practice (Clemente, 2023). 

 

According to Abdul AZİZ (2023), one of the central tenets of existentialism is the idea that 

existence precedes essence. Unlike objects or natural phenomena whose essence or purpose is 

predetermined, human beings define themselves through their actions and choices. This notion 
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challenges traditional notions of human nature and suggests that individuals have the autonomy 

to shape their own destinies. In the context of education, this concept underscores the 

importance of fostering critical thinking, self-reflection, and personal agency among students. 

 

Authenticity is another key concept in existentialist philosophy, referring to the individual's 

ability to live in accordance with their true self and values. In education, authenticity entails 

creating environments that encourage students to explore their interests, passions, and beliefs 

authentically. This may involve providing opportunities for self-expression, promoting student 

voice and agency, and fostering a culture of acceptance and respect for diverse perspectives. 

 

Furthermore, existentialist thinkers also emphasize the experience of anxiety or angst as an 

inherent aspect of human existence. Rather than viewing anxiety as a negative emotion to be 

avoided, existentialism suggests that it can serve as a catalyst for growth and self-discovery. In 

education, acknowledging and embracing the existential dimension of learning can help 

students navigate uncertainty, ambiguity, and existential questions about meaning and purpose. 

 

Novosád (2023), highlights that freedom and responsibility are fundamental themes in 

existentialist philosophy, highlighting the individual's capacity to make choices and the 

corresponding accountability for their actions. In educational settings, promoting freedom 

involves empowering students to make meaningful decisions about their learning journey, 

while also fostering a sense of responsibility for their academic progress and contributions to 

the community. 

 

In addition, engaging with these and other existentialist concepts, educators can cultivate 

learning environments that honor the unique identities, experiences, and aspirations of students. 

Theoretical insights from existentialist philosophy can inform pedagogical approaches, 

curriculum design, and educational policies aimed at promoting holistic development and 

fostering a sense of meaning and purpose in the educational journey. In the subsequent sections 

of this paper, we will explore how these theoretical insights can be applied in the Nigerian 

educational context to address pressing challenges and cultivate a more authentic and 

empowering learning experience for all stakeholders. 

 

Challenges in Nigerian Education 

The Nigerian education system grapples with a myriad of challenges that hinder its ability to 

provide quality and equitable learning opportunities for all students. These challenges span 

infrastructural deficiencies, socio-economic disparities, cultural diversity, and institutional 

shortcomings, among others. Understanding these challenges is crucial for contextualizing the 

application of existentialist philosophy in Nigerian education and identifying areas where 

existentialist principles can offer valuable insights and solutions (Akpochafo & Filho, 2019). 

 

According to Ewetan & Urhie (2014), one of the primary challenges in Nigerian education is 

the issue of access and equity. Despite efforts to increase enrolment rates, many children, 

particularly those in rural and marginalized communities, still lack access to quality education. 
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This disparity perpetuates socio-economic inequalities and limits opportunities for social 

mobility and economic empowerment. 

Infrastructure deficiencies pose another significant obstacle to effective teaching and learning 

in Nigeria. Many schools lack basic amenities such as adequate classrooms, electricity, 

sanitation facilities, and instructional materials, which adversely affect the learning 

environment and academic outcomes. Additionally, overcrowded classrooms and inadequate 

teacher-to-student ratios further strain the education system's capacity to deliver quality 

instruction. 

 

In addition, cultural diversity and linguistic differences present unique challenges in Nigerian 

education, where hundreds of ethnic groups and languages coexist. The dominance of Western 

educational paradigms and languages in the curriculum often marginalizes indigenous 

knowledge systems and languages, leading to a disconnect between students' cultural identities 

and the content of their education. 

 

Furthermore, systemic issues such as corruption, bureaucratic inefficiencies, and political 

instability undermine the effective governance and management of the education sector. 

Limited funding, mis-allocation of resources, and inconsistent policy implementation hinder 

efforts to improve educational quality and address the root causes of educational inequity. 

 

In light of these challenges, existentialist philosophy offers a critical lens through which to 

reexamine and reform Nigerian education. By emphasizing individual freedom, authenticity, 

and engagement with existential questions, existentialist principles can inform strategies for 

promoting inclusivity, cultural relevance, and critical consciousness in educational practices. 

In the subsequent sections of this paper, we will explore how existentialist philosophy can be 

applied to address these challenges and foster a more meaningful and transformative 

educational experience in Nigeria. 

 

Applying Existentialist Philosophy in Nigerian Education 

Nigerian education, with its emphasis on rote learning and teacher-centered instruction, stands 

to gain significant value from the application of existentialist philosophy.  This philosophy, 

centered on individual freedom and the responsibility to create one's own meaning, offers a 

framework for fostering critical thinking, self-authorship, and a sense of purpose in students. 

At the core of this influence is the existentialist emphasis on individual agency, free will, and 

responsibility. Nigerian educators have sought to empower students to take an active role in 

their own learning and development, encouraging a more holistic, student-centered approach 

(Onebunne, 2020). This has involved incorporating existentialist ideas around authenticity, the 

search for meaning, and the lived experience of the individual into various educational 

initiatives. 

 

Existentialism emphasizes the concept of "being-in-the-world," where individuals are 

constantly creating themselves through their choices. This aligns with the need for Nigerian 

education to move beyond the transmission of knowledge and empower students to grapple 
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with complex ideas.  Socratic dialogue, for instance, encourages students to question 

assumptions and engage in critical discourse, fostering intellectual autonomy.  Similarly, 

project-based learning allows students to take ownership of their learning journeys by defining 

research questions and pursuing personalized projects.  These methods encourage students to 

actively construct meaning from their educational experiences, aligning with the existentialist 

notion of self-creation. 

 

Furthermore, existentialism acknowledges the inherent anxiety that arises from the lack of 

inherent meaning in the universe.  Nigerian education can address this by integrating 

philosophical inquiry into the curriculum.  Exposing students to existential themes allows them 

to explore questions of purpose and grapple with the human condition.  This can be further 

complemented by promoting critical self-reflection.  By encouraging students to examine their 

values and aspirations, educators empower them to navigate life's uncertainties and find a sense 

of agency in an often-absurd world (Nwogu, 2018). 

 

Existentialism also emphasizes living authentically and taking responsibility for one's 

existence.  The Nigerian educational system can nurture this by encouraging student-driven 

initiatives.  Empowering students to organize events or lead discussions fosters a sense of 

ownership over their learning and builds confidence in their ability to shape their experiences. 

Additionally, promoting social responsibility allows students to connect their learning to the 

wider world and find meaning in action.  This aligns with the existentialist concept of 

authenticity, as students are encouraged to define themselves through their choices and 

engagement with the world around them. 

 

However, applying existentialist thought in the Nigerian context requires careful consideration.  

Nigerian society emphasizes collectivism, and the focus on individual freedom within 

existentialism needs to be balanced with the importance of community and social 

responsibility.  Furthermore, existentialist thought arose in the West, and its application must 

be adapted to ensure it aligns with Nigerian cultural values and educational goals. 

 

Existentialist philosophy offers valuable insights for Nigerian education.  By thoughtfully 

integrating existential themes and fostering student agency, Nigerian educators can empower 

students to navigate the complexities of life and create meaningful paths in an uncertain world.  

This approach fosters critical thinking, self-authorship, and a sense of purpose, ultimately 

preparing students to not only succeed academically but also thrive as responsible and engaged 

members of society. 

 

The Evolving Role of Educators in Existentialist-Influenced Classrooms 

As teachers transition towards embracing an existentialist educational philosophy, their role in 

the classroom undergoes a profound transformation. The shift away from traditional, content-

driven instructional models towards a more open-ended, student-centered approach 

fundamentally alters the dynamic between educators and learners. In conventional educational 

settings, the teacher is typically positioned as the primary authority figure, responsible for 
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transmitting knowledge and directing the learning process. Students are expected to passively 

absorb the information presented to them, demonstrating their mastery through standardized 

assessments. This hierarchical structure reinforces the educator’s role as the sole arbiter of what 

is valuable and true (Hunter, 2019). 

 

However, the existentialist perspective challenges this authoritative model, instead 

emphasizing the primacy of the individual’s subjective experience and the cultivation of 

autonomous, self-aware learners. Within this philosophical framework, the educator’s function 

shifts from that of a content expert to a facilitator of learning, guiding students as they engage 

in the process of constructing personal meaning and significance (Merwin, 2022). 

 

Furthermore, at the heart of this evolving role is the educator’s willingness to relinquish their 

position as the sole authority in the classroom. Existentialist-minded teachers recognize that 

true learning cannot be imposed from the top-down, but must emerge organically from the 

students’ own unique perspectives, experiences, and interests. This requires a profound mindset 

shift, as teachers let go of the desire to maintain complete control over the educational process. 

Rather than dictating the curriculum, lesson plans, and expected outcomes, existentialist 

educators create spaces for student agency, allowing learners to actively participate in shaping 

the direction of their studies. In addition, embracing ambiguity and uncertainty is another key 

aspect of the educator’s evolving role in existentialist-influenced classrooms. Traditional 

educational models prize the transmission of clear, definitive knowledge, with teachers 

expected to have all the answers. In contrast, existentialist philosophy celebrates the inherent 

ambiguity of the human condition, recognizing that absolute truths are elusive and that meaning 

is subjectively constructed (Boos, 2016). 

 

Existentialist-minded teachers, therefore, must be comfortable with not knowing and with 

guiding students through the discomfort of uncertainty. They cultivate an environment where 

questions are valued as much as answers, and where the exploration of multiple perspectives 

is encouraged. This allows learners to grapple with complex, open-ended problems and develop 

the critical thinking skills necessary to navigate the ambiguities of life. 

 

Navigating the evolving role of the educator in existentialist-influenced classrooms requires a 

profound personal and professional transformation. Teachers must be willing to let go of long-

held assumptions about their authority and expertise, embracing a more collaborative, 

facilitative approach to teaching and learning. This shift can be challenging, as it often means 

confronting one’s own fears, biases, and insecurities. Existentialist educators must be prepared 

to engage in ongoing self-reflection, continuously examining their beliefs, values, and 

pedagogical practices to ensure alignment with the principles of authenticity, freedom, and 

individual responsibility. 

 

However, those who fully embrace this evolving role often find it to be a deeply rewarding and 

transformative experience. By empowering students to take an active role in their own learning, 

existentialist teachers witness the profound impact of helping young people discover their 
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unique sense of purpose and meaning. It is through this collaborative, student-centered 

approach that the true promise of existentialist education can be realized (Stein, 2015). 

 

Benefits and Limitations of Implementing Existentialist Philosophy in Education 

Existentialist education prioritizes individual freedom and responsibility, fostering authenticity 

among students. By encouraging authentic engagement with their learning journey, students 

develop a deeper understanding of themselves and their values, leading to personal growth and 

self-discovery (Gordon, 2023). Furthermore, existentialist principles encourage students to 

question and explore existential concerns, such as meaning and identity, fostering critical 

thinking skills. This empowers students to approach complex issues with curiosity, open-

mindedness, and analytical rigor. 

 

Moreover, existentialist education empowers students to take ownership of their learning, 

enhancing their confidence, motivation, and sense of purpose. By aligning their choices with 

their values and aspirations, students become more engaged and fulfilled learners. However, 

existentialist philosophy deals with abstract concepts that may be challenging for students to 

grasp. Educators must scaffold and contextualize these ideas to ensure accessibility and 

relevance for students of all ages and backgrounds (Aliyevna, 2023).  

 

Additionally, existentialist principles may not always align with the cultural and religious 

beliefs of Nigerian students. Educators must adapt these concepts to resonate with students' 

cultural contexts, ensuring that they remain meaningful and applicable. Practical 

implementation challenges, such as resistance from traditional educational structures, require 

significant time, resources, and support. Educators must navigate these challenges while 

prioritizing holistic and authentic learning experiences over standardized testing and rote 

memorization. Moreover, ethical considerations regarding student autonomy and educator 

responsibilities must be carefully addressed. Educators must uphold students' rights and well-

being while fostering a supportive and inclusive learning environment. 

 

By recognizing and addressing both the benefits and limitations of existentialist education, 

educators can develop balanced approaches that maximize its potential while mitigating 

challenges. Through ongoing reflection, collaboration, and adaptation, existentialist education 

can contribute to the holistic development and empowerment of students, shaping a more 

meaningful educational experience in Nigeria. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Existentialist philosophy offers a profound framework for reimagining education in Nigeria, 

emphasizing individual freedom, authenticity, and engagement with life's existential questions. 

Through the application of existentialist principles, educators have the opportunity to create 

learning environments that empower students to become self-aware, critically engaged, and 

ethically responsible individuals. By integrating existentialist themes into curriculum 

development, pedagogical approaches, and teacher training, educators can foster authenticity, 

critical thinking, and empowerment among students. Embracing cultural relevance and 
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diversity, educators can ensure that existentialist principles resonate with the lived experiences 

and cultural identities of Nigerian students. 

However, the implementation of existentialist education in Nigeria also comes with challenges, 

including the complexity of existentialist concepts, cultural differences, practical 

implementation challenges, and ethical considerations. Educators must navigate these 

challenges thoughtfully and collaboratively, ensuring that existentialist principles are 

integrated in a way that maximizes their benefits while mitigating their limitations. Despite 

these challenges, existentialist education holds the potential to transform the educational 

landscape in Nigeria, fostering a deeper sense of meaning, purpose, and fulfilment among 

students. Through ongoing reflection, adaptation, and collaboration, educators can harness the 

power of existentialist philosophy to create inclusive, culturally relevant, and ethically sound 

educational experiences that empower students to lead authentic, purposeful lives. 

As Nigeria continues its journey toward educational reform and innovation, existentialist 

education offers a compelling vision for the future—a future where students are not merely 

passive recipients of knowledge but active agents of their own learning, equipped with the tools 

and mindset to navigate life's challenges with courage, resilience, and authenticity. 
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