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Abstract 
The paper attempts to establish that pragmatism can be used as a panacea to the problem of 
teachers' despotism in Nigerian educational system. It argues that Nigerian teachers at all levels 
can be exposed and encouraged to adopt the pragmatic mode of teaching, in order to., make 
Nigerian educational system more meaningful. The methodology adopted in the paper is 
expository and analytical. Its expository character derives from the fact that it exposes the 
problem of teachers1 despotism and its inherent dangers in Nigerian educational system. The 
paper explores the tool of conceptual analysis to explain pragmatism and how it can be used to 
curb the problem of teachers' despotism. Finally, the paper argues that the adoption of 
pragmatic mode of teaching by Nigerian teachers will not only help in minimizing teachers' 
despotism but will also make Nigerian educational system effective and worthy of emulation 
all over the world. 

Introduction 
No educational system can rise above the quality and performance of its teachers -Julius Nyercre. 
It is an indisputable fact that the Nigerian educational system bristles with many thorny issues and problems. A 

philosophical reflection on the operation of the system reveals that one problem or the other always emerges, such as 
incessant strikes by teachers, activities of the secret cults, examination malpractices, inadequate funding and 
infrastructure problem, inequality of educational opportunity, curriculum stagnantism and a host of others. One 
common thing to this plethora of problems is that they have all become perennial issues, as hardly anyone of them has 
ever been completely resolved, despite the various solutions proffered by scholars in different multi-disciplinary fields 
of endeavour. However, on top of these problems is that of teachers despotism, which has assumed gigantic 
dimension in the nation's educational system, but only to have received little attention by scholars. The problem of 
teachers' despotism in Nigerian educational system has not only reached an alarming rate, but has caused a lot of damage 
to the system. This is because no educational system has risen above the quality and performance of its teachers. In such 
a system where teachers are despotic, students will not only be negatively affected, the system itself will be blunt 
and potentially sterile for its expected contribution to national development. 

It is on this background that this paper is set to philosophically expose the problem of teachers' despotism 
in Nigerian educational system and how it can be reduced or minimized This paper shall also attempt to show how 
pragmatism can be used as a panacea to the problem of teachers' despotism in Nigerian educational system. This 
paper is divided into five sections with the introductory part. The second part of the paper discusses the place of 
teachers in the educational system. The conceptual analysis of the phenomenon of teachers' despotism and the 
Nigerian experience constitute the onus of discussion in the third section. This is later followed by a conceptual 
consideration of the meaning and tenets of pragmatism as a school of thought in philosophy of education. It is in the 
last section that the paper constructively posits the pragmatists' solution to the problem of teachers' despotism in Nigerian 
educational system. 
The Place of Teachers in the Educational System 

In order to successfully discuss the place of teachers in the educational system, perhaps, it suffices to first 
possess an adequate understanding of who a teacher is. A teacher is a man of learning, and skilled in teaching. He is 
qualified by virtue of his education and training to help his pupils gain entry into a common wealth of knowledge and 
skills (Balogun, 1998: 303). A teacher is a person, who is purposefully engaged in interactive behaviour and activities 
with one or more students in order to effect a change in those students, especially in terms of knowledge and skills 
acquisition, imparting information and developing positive attitudes. In view of this, the central importance of teachers in 
the whole educational enterprise cannot be over emphasized. 

The effectiveness of all educational arrangements clearly depends on the number, quality and commitment of 
the teachers. It is a fact that without teachers, the ultimate realization of any set of aims of education remains a mirage. 
They are ultimately responsible for translating policy into action and principle into practice in their purposive 
interactions with their students (Afe, 1995: ix). Thus, the knowledge, ability, versality and dynamism of the teachers, 
combined have great influence and impact not only on the society and nation at large but also on the problem-solving 
capacity of the students. This goes to show that the teachers are the prime mover of the educational system. The 



teacher has a crucial role to play in the educational system. He could thereby be a blessing or a curse, depending on his 
level of effectiveness and qualitativeness as a result of how he (the teacher) helps others to learn better (Neil, etal: 
1973: ii). While a pragmatic teacher is open to the first condition; (i.e. a blessing), a despotic teacher is more susceptible 
to the second condition of being a curse to the educational enterprise. It is on this note, that we shall now delve into a 
concept of teacher despotism. 

Teachers' Despotism and the Nigerian Experience 
Teachers' despotism" is a teaching syndrome commonly found in the method and mode of teaching adopted by 

teachers while discharging their professional duties. Such a despotic syndrome translates into a characteristically 
narrative teacher-students relationship. This relationship involves, a despotic teacher as the subject and the patient 
listening students as the object. The students learn more from the fear of the teacher who talks Mown' to them rather than 
with them. The teacher chooses and enforces his choice, and the students comply. While the teacher acts, the students 
have the illusion of acting through the action of the teacher. The teacher alone thinks and the students arc thought about. 
Knowledge is taught to the students as the finished product of other people's experience, and they are not allowed to 
realize that they too can produce knowledge from processing their own experience and thought. Since teachers tower so 
much above them and exercise so great authority, the students have no option other than to sit quietly, listen passively 
and absorb the facts passively as a sponge absorbs water. The most important thing to the teachers in such a system 
is the presentation and authoritativeness of their subject matter. The teachers talk about reality as if it were motionless, 
static, compartmentalized and predictable. In view of their despotism, such teachers expound on topics completely 
alien to the existential experience of the students. Their task is to 'fill' the students with the contexts of their 
narration-contents, which are detached from reality, disconnected from the totality that engendered them and could 
give them significance. Also, taken trivial by despotic teachers, arc the psychological conditions of learning, in terms 
of the students' ability and stage of development. 

Teachers' despotism as a teaching syndrome embraces narrative education, which leads the students to memorize 
mechanically the narrated content by the narrator (despotic teacher), Despotism turns students into containers to be 
filled by the teacher. The more completely a despotic teacher Fills the receptacles, the better he is. The more meekly the 
containers or receptacles permit themselves to he filled, the better students they are. With teachers' despotism, 
education thus becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are depositories and the teacher is the depositor. 
Instead of communication, the teacher issues communiqués and makes decrees, which the students patently receive, 
memorize and repeat. Despotic teachers present themselves to their students as their necessary opposite; by 
considering their ignorance as absolute, they justify their existence and authoritativeness. The students are alienated 
like the slave in Hegelian dialectic, accept their ignorance as justifying the teacher existence - but unlike the slave, 
they never discover that they can educate their teachers. 

Despotic teachers confuse the authority of knowledge with their own professional authority, which they set in 
opposition to the freedom of the students (Freire, 1970:50). Such teachers enjoy the exercise of power, fear debate and 
prefer an orderly classroom to one in which there is much activity. They are hostile to criticisms and shun students1 
contributions. They tend to use punishment more than reward and view students as indiscipline individuals who require 
control and as such, they do not give room for freedom in classrooms. 

Moreover, all activities, especially the curriculum are a product of teachers' preferences. They arc unyielding to 
the dynamism of the curriculum, and hate indulging themselves in research work that will update and increase their 
knowledge. Despotic teachers find solace in the repetition of long aged curriculum, and usually feed the students with 
dead information, which has no relevance to .then-life experiences. They determine what is right and wrong by ignoring 
the existing standard rules. In fact, there are no democratic and pragmatic safeguards for the mode of teaching and other 
classroom activities under despotic teachers. 

A cursory look at the Nigerian educational enterprise reveals that, there are colourful reflections and 
evidences of teacher despotism in our educational system. The syndrome is not limited to primary or that of the 
secondary school level; the problem of teachers' despotism is persistent in all levels of education. The alarming 
proportion of this problem at the tertiary level is worth noting. A close observation of the method employed in teaching 
and teachers-students relationship, especially at this level of education, fundamentally shows that the syndrome of 
despotism is at reign. The despotic teachers subjugate all class activities under their authoritarian tutelage. They confuse 
the authority of knowledge with their own professional authority, which they set in opposition to the freedom of the 
students. They monopolize the talking while the students are made to meekly listen. Common today in the operations of 
our tertiary institutions is the phenomenon of curriculum stagnantism occasioned by despotic teachers. Such teachers are 
reluctant towards diversified and dynamic curriculum. The course contents and lesson notes they use over the years 
remain the same; they feel comfortable feeding the students with dead information which is remote from their life 



experiences. They never encourage group discussions and useful debate. The irony of it all is that no student dare raise 
an alarm towards the despotic tendencies of the teachers otherwise he will be crushed and dealt with. 

factors Responsible for Teachers1 Despotism 
There are many causal factors that are responsible for teachers' despotism in Nigerian educational system. It must be 
noted that despotic teachers are not only born but they are also made (Aguolu, 1975: 5). While it is true that education 
may exercise some levels of control on teacher's behaviour ; undoubtedly, the inherent despotic personality of a 
teacher will influence his performances. Despotic teachers are created when stakeholders in the curriculum 
formation refuse to review and update the school curriculum to meet the present and future needs of the society. In 
Nigeria, where curriculum contents hardly receive changes, then it becomes a ready-made excuse for the 
unproductivity of despotic teachers. Moreover, given the role of the teachers as that of prime mover of the 
educational system, they may want to develop despotic tendencies in reaction to the undeserved treatment they may 
however he subjected to by the governments and concerned educational authorities in terms of their good conditions 
of services. 

Another reason for the prevalence of despotic teachers in Nigerian educational system is the economic 
frustration of the country, which has led many job seekers (with no prior training in the pedagogy of teaching), into the 
teaching profession. To these categories of teachers' they are bound to be despotic since the professional zeal and skill 
of a good teacher are basically lacking. In fact, whatever may be the cause of teachers1 despotism, the fact remains that 
the effects are weighty, 

Effects of Teachers' Despotism 
The syndrome of teachers' despotism is an insult to human dignity. Students' rights are denied and are 

therefore easily dominated. Teachers' despotism does not respect the right and freedom of learners and as a result it 
discourages self-learning and disrespect students' intellectual integrity. Apart from being morally detestable, teachers' 
despotism is capable of destroying creativity of students, through the lack of participation, transformation and formation 
of knowledge. Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, and the restless, continuing, hopeful 
inquiry men pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other (Freire: Op.cit: 139). This is essentially lacking 
in a situation where teachers' despotism is prevalent. The more students are subdued and-subjugated by despotic 
teachers the less they develop the critical consciousness, which would result from their intervention in the world as 
transformers of such world. The more completely they accept the passive role imposed on them, the more they tend to 
merely adapt to the world as it is and to the fragmented view of reality deposited in them. In short, teachers' despotism 
stifles academic freedom and research on the part of the student. 

Any educational system dominated with the syndrome of teachers' despotism, has an obvious results. Not only 
are the students negatively affected, but also the educational system is also blunt and potentially sterile for its expected 
roles and contributions to national development. Nigeria has always had much hope in the values of education, but all to 
no avail in the hands of despotic teachers. The effectiveness of the educational system is largely dependent on the 
quality of its teachers and the positive and dedicated ways by which they perform their professional duties. 

Pragmatism and its Tenets 
Pragmatism is derived from the Greek word 'pragma', meaning, "work", to be practical or "practice"(Akinpelu, 

1985:18). It is a philosophical school, which sees reality as a state of constant change. Pragmatism stresses the use of 
scientific method as solution to man's problem. It suggests that an idea has an ultimate meaning when it is put into 
practice. Pragmatism happens to be by product of contemporary philosophy that began in the twentieth century. Its 
method of philosophizing is in sharp contrast with the traditional methods of doing philosophy. It was developed as a 
revolt against sterile and useless metaphysics, which dominated the philosophical stages of the time (Balogun, 
2002: 135). Pragmatism gained powerful momentum in the twentieth century; this is because the twentieth century 
was pre-eminently the age of science and technology and these two form the solid foundations on which the 
philosophy of pragmatism is built. Furthermore, it must be noted that, the age we are in now is one in which people are 
more interested in material benefit or practical usefulness of any activity that is undertaken. The practical consequence 
and the cash value of ideas are what pragmatic philosophy is preoccupied with. Some notable pragmatisls are 
Charles Pierce (1839-1914), William James (1842-1910), John Dewey (1859-1952) and Tai Solarin (1916-1994). 
Pragmatism as a school of thought in Philosophy of education emphasizes practical knowledge. As a system of 
thought, it stresses man's use of intelligence to overcome problems that confront him (Rnoh, 1996:165). John Dewey 
and Tai Solarin best represent the exponents of pragmatism in Education. Dewey sketched how the pragmatic 
view of what the school, the curriculum, the teaching method and the role of the teacher should be. Education for him 



must serve the prerequisite of problem solving. It is the process of developing the habit of problem - solving and there 
is no limit So the development of this ability. Education should be dynamic and change from time to lime in relevance 
to societal wishes and demands (Balogun, 1998: 305). From this it can be seen clearly that constant change is the 
bedrock of pragmatism and that pragmatism is against any form of stagnancy which will cither not work or lead to 
progress. 

The school according to Aguolu (Op.cit: 5) quoting Dewey is primarily a social institution, which cannot be 
isolated from the community. Nor should it remove the child from the community in whose life the child is expected to 
participate. It is believed that the school cannot directly change the society, but it can reform it by equipping the children 
with social intelligence, and by holding up the ideals of the life in that society. This accounts for why the curriculum 
should be nothing more than the social life of the community simplified and translated into the classroom. In specific 
terms, the contents of the curriculum will be those that involve the learner in exploring and discovering knowledge 
by himself, aided by the teachers (Akinpelu, Op.cit: 151). While the sciences are much" favoured in this type of 
curriculum, the social science and the humanities are equally not neglected. Irrespective of the compartments, the 
subject should be taught with a view to helping the learner solve his problems, rather than store up information to be 
reproduced on demand. Whatever the subject, the most important point is the method of teaching. Pragmatism holds that 
the method to be employed in teaching should be group learning, which values the freedom of learners (Avoseh, 2000: 
249). The method of teaching necessarily leads us to the role of the teacher. 

The teacher is essentially an organizer and a moderator of the child's learning in the pragmatist's view. By 
virtue of his superior cultural experience and expert training, his principal role is that of guiding the learner's learning 
activities. Akinpelu (1985:152), while expressing the pragmatist's conception of the roles of the teacher in education, 
avers that: 

He must be thoroughly familiar with the psychological development of the child, with the 
individual child's needs and interests, and with what type of experiences are of greatest use to 
him in his society. He is to select the learning tasks on the basis of these, and arrange them 
in logical order according to the developing ability of the child. 

Akinpelu further notes that the teacher is the resource person to whom the student refers those problems which 
he could not personally tackle. According to him: 

(The teacher) is to arrange the social and group learning, and moderate the interaction between 
members of the group, for the best gain by each member (Ibid.). 

Thus, the teacher is neither a spectator nor a dictator, but rather a participant in the learning activity, sharing 
experience with his students, encouraging such shared experiences among them, fostering their problem-solving 
abilities and promoting the development of intelligence. 

 

Pragmatism: An Imperative for Resolving Teachers' Despotism in Nigeria 
Having established in our preceding discussions the problem of teachers' despotism, its effects on Nigerian 

educational system and a philosophical exploration of the basic tenets of pragmatism, the question thus remains: 
How can pragmatism serve as solutions to the identified problems of teachers1 despotism in Nigerian educational 
system? It is our argument that teachers' despotism in Nigeria educational system is not insurmountable, and in order to 
reduce or minimize it, there is an urgent need for the adoption of pragmatic approach to the modes and methods of 
teaching. 

In line with the pragmatists' conception of teaching and the expected roles of teachers, it is believed that 
teaching is not the imposition of one person on another, but rather a product of interaction between the teacher and 
the learners, a sort of communication or a shared activity between them. This follows that to teach in a pragmatic way, 
is an anti- thesis of being despotic. In other words, a pragmatic teacher must be prepared to explain his action or give 
reason for statements that he has made, or in any way offer reasonable defense for his words and actions. He must 
acquit himself well in the classroom by a good mastery of his subject, an excellent presentation, a prior familiarity with 
techniques and methods of teaching, an awareness of the level of intelligence and the pattern of learning of his pupils and 
many other things. Pragmatism encourages the teachers to acknowledge the right of students to ask questions, to call his 
judgment to question and to ask for justification of his statements. In essence, there must be rational dialogue in a 
teaching situation and such necessity ostensibly erases the possibility of any iota of despotism. 

The pragmatic teachers present teaching in a morally acceptable way. In this case, the teacher is no longer 
merely the one-who-teaches, but he is also taught in the course of his dialogue with the students, who in their turn while 



being taught also teach. In other words, they become jointly responsible for a process in which all grow. The 
pragmatic mode of teaching ensures that, arguments based on authority and despotism is avoided in classrooms and 
emphasizes that such authority must be on the side of freedom, not against it. 

Pragmatism believes that changes are the essence of reality and that we must always be prepared to alter the 
way we do things (Fasanmi, 1997: 157). Pragmatism rejects the ideal of conservatism and rigidism, especially 
curriculum stagnantism, an ideal being characterized with despotic teachers who are resolutely prepared not to 
change the content of their curriculum. A despotic teacher in defense of his despotism may perhaps argue that Nigerian 
teachers are not saddled with the responsibilities of changing the curriculum and that they could only carry out what 
is presented to them to teach. This argument is no longer convincing. It is expected that the teacher through constant 
pressure can effect a change by notifying the stakeholders in educational policy, the need for constant review of the 
school curriculum. 

Furthermore, the pragmatists stress the need for the inclusion of sciences in the school curriculum. They 
tend to create scientific attitude, which would enable pupils to make more intelligent decisions on all matters unlike 
the ideal of knowledge conservatism preached by despotic teachers. This scientific method leaves a wide room open 
for research and constant unveiling of reality. With the exigencies of the moment, it can be argued that what 
Nigerians need now are scientific inquisitive minds that will bring about the needed revolution in science and 
technology for national development. It is only through teachers of great vision, commitment, creative and pragmatic 
mind that this revolution can be achieved. While despotic teachers have been obstructing these revolutionary efforts in 
becoming a reality, pragmatically induced teachers can precipitate a change that will prepare the students for the task. 

Pragmatism endorses the group learning method as against individualistic method of learning encouraged by despotic 
teachers who breed a type of attitude and disposition that is anti-social. Whenever the student is made to learn in 
isolation, and to achieve results only through individual efforts under teachers' despotism rather than group learning, 
his individualistic tendencies rather than social nature arc fostered. In other words, pragmatists1 group method of 
learning, in which problems to be tackled are set for groups, is the best method of encouraging and creating students 
learning atmosphere. Apart from removing traces of despotism, the method has the advantage of allowing the students to 
display their free initiatives and native intelligence in solving problems. More importantly, it is the major ground for the 
development of social and co-operative living and of organized social intelligence. 

Teachers1 despotism, as it has been said earlier, prevent the educational sector towards the realization of its 
expected contribution to national development. This is made possible with the type of students produced by the 
despotic teachers. It is a fact that if pragmatism can be used as the philosophical foundation in which teachers draw 
inspiration as regards their teaching methods and roles the result will be students of high intelligence and integrity, 
that are capable of facing and overcoming all challenges. It is on this note we agree with Julius Nyerere's 
aphorism: "No educational system can rise above the quality and performance of its teacher." This reiterates the fact 
that where the educational system is full of despotic teachers nothing good comes out of the system. A system that is full 
of pragmatic teachers, who are qualitatively and effectively equipped, is bound to flourish and positively affect other 
sectors of the national life. It is on this note that the paper recommends that intensive pragmatic teacher training should 
be given to teachers in teacher training institutions. 

Pragmatism encourages teachers to develop and update their lesson notes and avoids the dictation and 
presentation of archaic lesson notes to their students. In order to effectively achieve this, pragmatists enjoin teachers to 
keep abreast of the changes and current trends in their respective areas of specialization. As a philosophy of change, 
pragmatically induced teachers are found sourcing for cross-fertilization of ideas through reading of journals, attending 
conferences, seminars, workshops and browsing for relevant information via the Internet, in order to further and 
strengthen academic research. The knowledge derived from these intellectual quest are invariably used as instruments in 
developing the intellectual sagacity and problem-solving capacity of the students. 

Furthermore, the philosophy of pragmatism ensures a cordial relationship between the teachers and the 
students. For instance, the mode of students' supervision in their long-essays will not be imposed but rather be a product 
of students' choice. Pragmatism encourages freedom of students to choose their research topics and supervisors, in 
which they deem, fit for the success of their research works. 

Of course, the paper recognizes that the pragmatic teacher has to really face a lot of challenges compared 
to the teachers of yester-years. Apart from the primary assignment of teaching, other official tasks are equally attached 
to the profession. However, it is believed that inspite of the cumbersomeness of these challenges, the pragmatic mode of 
teaching is an ideal that should not be compromised if the educational system is to be worthy of its name. For the success 
of this mode of teaching, we are envisaging that the government and all concerned stakeholders must be ready to be 
alive with their responsibilities. On the part of the students, no stone should be left unturned in making sure that 



learning attitudes and behaviours that can enhance the effectiveness of the pragmatic mode of teaching, in view of its 
essence, are embraced. They should note that, pragmatism does not in any way reduce disciplinary standard, but 
presents teaching in the way it ought to be in order to achieve the best possible results. 

Concluding Remarks 
So far, it has been established that despotic teachers are clog in the wheel of progress of Nigerian 

educational system. They only toil with our present educational predicaments, and are obsessed by the fantasy of 
what tomorrow would be without prompt action to ameliorate our present condition. It is our strong conviction that 
pragmatism can successfully serve as a remedy to the problem of teachers' despotism in Nigeria, if it is fully 
embraced. It is impossible for Nigeria to change when her education is not undergoing a change. In order to break 
away from the yoke of "academic conservatism/1 "curriculum stagnantism" and "erroneous students' perception"; 
all occasioned by teachers' despotism, the adoption of pragmatism is inevitable. 

Note 
This Concept corresponds in part to what Paulo Freire calls "the banking Concept". For more details, see: Paulo 

Freire, Pedagogy of The Oppressed (Harmods worth: Penguin Books, 1970) Ch.2. 
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