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Abstract 

The sustainability lifeline of traditional pottery in Nigeria is hooked to apprenticeship programmes. Not only 
does it ensure a turn-over of job openings for the teeming jobless populace, it engages the idle mind 
meaningfully by distracting it from succumbing to anti-social lifestyle. Apprenticeship, in the course of time, 
matures into mastery of raw material behaviour and the techniques of production. This dovetails into social 
re-moulding and this re-engineers the benefitting environment for the overall good. The mention of traditional 
pottery to the uninformed creates the impression of vessels of crudity and the absence of technical excellence. 
Contrary to that, it is a tradition of incredible product finesse and complicated technical processes, some of 
which are still being researched into today. The area has matured into a wholesome body of knowledge routinely 
handed over, through the apprenticeship system, from one generation to the next without the loss of the tiniest 
fragment of relevant information. This paper peers into the apprenticeship arena and tries to locate other social 
benefits which lie side by side with pottery skill acquisition. These benefits tend to re-engineer the societal 
structure and their effects continue to socially multiply beyond the apprenticeship façade. 

Keywords: traditional pottery, apprenticeship, generational gap, sustainability, social engineering, conflict 
resolution 

1. Introduction 

Traditional pottery centres dot many communities in Nigeria where appropriate clay deposits are found. Such 
communities include Inyi in Enugu State of Nigeria, Ishiagu in Ebonyi State and Gwari, a frontier community to 
the Federal Capital Territory. Others are in Benin and Ojah communities, both in Edo State. Many a time, these 
centres revolve around the local master-potters with depth of experience. These, mostly women, are ‘fenced in’ 
by skill-hungry females referred to as apprentices for skill acquisition. Such groups form platforms for 
‘technology transfer’, and ‘discussion panels’ for other gender issues, and by extension, other issues of social 
concern.  

This paper explains/defines the apprenticeship factor and highlights other social ‘fringe benefits’ which are by no 
means, at the fringes because of their power of percolation down through the central structures of the society. 
The writer sees the master-potter, (teacher), and the apprentices, (learners) in an informal and loose sorority 
which provides conducive platforms for “off-record” discussions. These come under various sub-heads in the 
body of this paper. They include bridging the generational gap, establishing and maintaining friendship, and 
oiling the wheel of conflict resolution. Other areas are family life and marriage, child-rearing through parental 
presence, economic empowerment and self-reliance. All these and more are linked up to the primary aspiration 
of pottery skill acquisition for which the apprentices have come.  

2. The Apprenticeship System 

The international community seems to have woken up to the inevitability of apprenticeship and its social and 
economic contributions via the informal economic sector. The ILO, at the international conference held in 
Geneva on 3-4 May, 2007, titled “Apprenticeship in the Informal Economy in Africa”, rose up to put strategies 
on the ground to streamline the system for the benefit of the trainers, the trainees and the society. “The objective 
of the technical meeting was to bring together experts from ILO, academic institutions developmental agencies 
to discuss apprenticeship as a main provider of skills and competences in the informal economy” 
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In contrast with most classroom learning activities that involve abstract knowledge which is and out of context, 
Lave argues that learning is situated; that is, as it normally occurs, learning is embedded within activity, context 
and culture. It is also usually unintentional rather than deliberate. This Lave and Wenger call a process of 
“legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave & Wenger, 1991).This teacher/learner union provides the platform to 
informally address many social areas which are potentially explosive whose subheads are discussed below.   

3. Bridging the Generational Gap 

In Nigeria, generational gaps are informally classified under ‘new school’ and ‘old school’. While the new 
school exercises experimental and explorative zeal, the old school advises on caution and moderated lifestyle 
based on the philosophy of look-before-you-leap. These two viewpoints often clash and fracture social 
relationships with far-reaching consequences. In the course of pottery apprenticeship, an arena is created where 
these generational gaps are moderated and, perhaps, ‘closed’ at various points in the course of pottery skill 
instructions. The master-potters teach and counsel their apprentices about the virtues of patience, tolerance and 
the benefits of moderation.  

In Nigeria, for example, where ethnic inter-marriages are always engaged in on a continuous basis, prompt 
violent reprisals are resorted to by the “new school”, (mostly impatient and hot-headed youth population), to 
punish the offending group for maltreating or beating up “our daughter” married across the ethnic line. Usually, 
the tool of midnight or early morning arson is used for this purpose. On the contrary, the “old school”, 
(experience-led parents and grandparents), will prefer sitting at meetings after meetings to device strategies of 
discussion with the emissaries from the offending community due to arrive in eight market days. This clash of 
strategies is one of the areas where the apprenticeship system intervenes to resolve by narrowing the generational 
gap.  

4. Establishing and Maintaining Friendship 

The establishment and the maintenance of the bond of friendship is the hub around which social peace revolves. 
Sometimes, this bond of friendship is established but become short-lived. But for pottery learning, it is different. 
Because each session of pottery apprentices keeps meeting and interacting under one master-potter leadership, it 
becomes clear that the friendship bond established are also maintained in long-enough contact time for it to be 
permanent. The traffic of friendship is usually between the master-potter and the apprentices (as a group), on one 
side, and that which is established among the individual apprentices. They become friends by common 
association. The above falls in line with Lave and Wenger (1991) in their Situated Learning: Legitimate 
Peripheral Participation in which they talked about a mutual engagement that binds members together into a 
social entity. 

The angle of friendship, which is also of immense importance, but not obvious, is the one which is established 
between the master-potter, (at the wheel centre, see Figure 2 below), and each of the individual apprentices 
surrounding her. At the core is the master-potter surrounded by five apprentices. The outside perimeter arrows 
move in one direction while the inner perimeter ones move in the opposite direction. They represent the 
friendship flow between one apprentice and the other and back. This may be referred to as the inter-apprentice 
friendship flow. There are also five two-directional arrows which may be described as wheel spokes from the 
wheel core towards each of the five apprentices.  
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recurrent in issues of marriage counseling. Over and above these, the ‘students’ are encouraged to remain good 
wives when the time comes.   

7. Child-rearing Through Parental Presence 

This writer likens child-rearing and up-bringing to the preparation of clay for effective pot-making. Just as clay 
cannot be prepared in the absence of the potter, effective child up-bringing is not possible in the absence of the 
parents, especially the mother. Clay preparation is hard work. Cosentino (2002), notes that the body textures of 
clays vary enormously in their natural states. It is the diligence of reconciling these various textures of clay that 
makes clay preparation a stressful exercise. The commitment and diligence that accompany this clay preparation 
and pot-making can be placed side by side with that which is demanded by the child-rearing project and more. In 
other words, the handle-with-care posture demanded in pottery for successful production goes to approximate 
that needed in child up-bringing and training. As pots can break and be lost, so can children also ‘break’ and be 
‘lost’, one loss too many. Nwazor (2006), commenting on proper child up-bringing says that, “Children 
generally want to be assured by their parents’ availability to listen to what they want to talk about. Never dismiss 
their shared concern with the wave of the hand”. 

There is a thermal survival test which all pottery must pass if they must render proper service to humanity in 
terms of utility. The physical presence of the potter is needed all along the production line to guarantee the 
survival of this fire test. The earlier childhood training begins, the more chances the child has for successful 
adult life. Early training for child up-bringing is the equivalent of initial and diligent body preparation for pottery. 
As such pots survive the fire test during firing, so do children subjected to early training also pass the ‘fire test’ 
of adult life.   

8. Economic Empowerment and Self-Reliance 

The versatile feminine social outreach instructs that women need to custody knowledge as the banker and the 
dispenser. Even then, there are areas men cannot dare in spite of the training. Ijere (1991), has this to say about 
women. 

In the society, women are the cleaners of rural roads, the regular visitor to the weekly market, the impartial 
arbitrator in family and or clan disputes or disagreements, the preservers of age-old customs of yam festivals, 
childbirth, marriage feasts, and water collection. They pound the food that nourishes the family, make the dainty 
appetizing meals, process the palm oil and make the ‘akamu’ and attend to the numerous community chores that 
break the men’s backs. Thus, from the dawn of the day till the dusk, it is a restless and all-consuming event for 
the women. It follows, therefore, that any programme of rural transformation that ignores the women does so at 
its own risk.  

The ubiquitous nature of women’s social participation endorses their relevance in all-round social engineering. 
The master-potters, usually grandmothers or great grandmothers, exploit the above gender versatility to 
encourage their apprentices to also empower themselves socio-economically through pottery-making skills. This 
becomes, for them, a signature of value addition which positions them as highly ‘marketable’ candidates for 
marriage. For such and for those already in marriage, there is an automatic up-grading of self-image, and for the 
family, an enlarged economic coast as a result of the income from pottery. As people are naturally attracted to 
any added economic source, husbands get attracted to their potter-wives thereby establishing a strong love-base 
for family stability. 

At no point does this oneness of mind come alive more than at the onset of the rainy season which heralds the 
beginning of the farming season and land-clearing as well as cultivation and planting. The return of the rains, to 
a large extent, also marks the cessation of pottery season. The stoppage of pottery activities is prompted by a 
number of reasons: 

(1) The rains flood the clay deposits making the digging of the material impossible. The potters expend 
their clay bank and wind up for the season. 

(2) During the rains, not enough sessions of sunshine are there to ensure drying of wares according to clay’s 
technical allowances.  

(3) Firing of pottery becomes a guess work as weather changes quickly without warning, from dry to rainy 
sessions. 

(4) Good wives usually team up with their husbands to ensure timely and expansive farming because 
community economies revolve around subsistence farming in most African communities.  



www.ccsen

 

(5) T
more

Pottery an
survival. S
encourage
prostitutio
well as pro
social sust
trafficking
up-and-com

9. Conclus

The surfac
track of sk
technical m
researches
the pottery
hitherto, b

It has beco
pottery ho
which can
self-relianc
and coloni
is a maste
engineerin

 

Figu

 

Serious-m
tension ca
‘entered’ f
and ‘inocu
social serv

 

 

net.org/jsd 

This farming un
e tightly. Famil

nd farming alt
Self-reliance c
d to believe 
n and waywar
oviding gainfu
tainability. Wh
g or to becom
ming generatio

sion  

ce investigatio
kill acquisition
mastery and c

s seem incomp
y apprenticeshi
een fenced out

ome evident th
olds. Beyond t
nnot be disc
ce and patrioti
ize its learning
erful arrangem
ng utilizing the

ure 3. Pottery a

minded potters 
an be more tha
fire for firing. 
ulated’ against
vice delivery in

nion between w
ly break-up fre

ternate their s
connotes econ
in themselves
rdness directly
ul employment
hile providing 
e an agent wi
ons.  

on which hithe
n. The best suc
comparative s
plete having le
ip programme
t.  

hat the skill a
that lie the psy
ounted, inclu
ic citizenship. 
g time and phy
ment. The bro
e same platform

apprenticeship

in pot-makin
an that which 

Such potters 
t such in train
n the round. 

Journal of Su

wife and husba
equencies are c

seasons with m
nomic depende
s for personal
y and indirectl
t. Nnadozie (2
a busy schedu

ith all the risk

erto seemed de
ch postures hav
tudies of vari
eft out the oth
s. The social i

acquisition fact
ychological as

ude capacity 
An educationa

ysical space jus
oad arrows, (F
m originally de

p and social en

ng areas remai
they have rou
neither ‘smou

ning and practi

ustainable Devel

103 

and forges clos
cut down in su

mutual prompt
ence on onese
l provision. T
ly, thereby mi
2012), cites thi
ule, too busy a
ks, role model

eep has placed
ve done was to
ious locations.
her dimensions
mplications an

tor of pottery 
spects of the h
building, soc
al system has a
st for its use, b
Figure 3 below
esigned for pot

ngineering usin

in patient and
utinely been su
ulder’ nor ‘catc
ice. Only their

lopment

ser family ties,
uch an environm

tness forming
elf instead of 

This position h
inimizing the d
is as a major s
and attractive t
ls are also cre

d the traditiona
o talk of pot’s 
. With this pa
s of social ben
nd the enormit

represents an 
human person.
cial engineerin
also been locat

but humbly sha
w), represent 
ttery skill acqu

ng a common p

d calm under 
ubjected to ov
ch fire’ anymo
r products now

, thereby bond
ment.  

g an economic
f on another. 
has several be
dreaded HIV/A
strategy for M
to allow peopl
eated as examp

al pottery of N
formal qualiti

aper now on t
nefits which pe
ty of these othe

infinitesimal 
. From this wr
ng through c
ted which doe

ares same with
the various su

uisition only.  

 
platform of tim

pressure and 
er the years e
ore because th
w continue to 

Vol. 6, No. 11;

ding the family

c anchor for s
The ‘students
enefits-discour
AIDS pandem

MDG’s objectiv
e engage in hu
ples to emulat

Nigeria on a lo
ies, design sou
the shelf, prev
erch tenacious
er dimensions 

dimension of 
rite-up, other 
conflict resolu
s not seek to c

h skill training.
ub-heads of s
 

me and venue

tension. For 
ach time their

hey have been 
be fired to en

2013 

y ever 

social 
’ are 
rages 

mic as 
ve for 
uman 
te by 

onely 
urces, 
vious 
sly to 
have, 

what 
areas 

ution, 
create 

This 
social 

what 
pots 
fired 

nsure 



www.ccsenet.org/jsd Journal of Sustainable Development Vol. 6, No. 11; 2013 

104 
 

References 

Agberia, J. T. (2005). Ladi Kwali: A Study of Indigenous and Modern Techniques of Abuja Pottery. Ibadan: Kraft 
Books Limited. 

Babawemimo, D. F. (2009). Stress Simplified for a Time Like This. Abuja: Plelic Fitness Services.  

Cosentino, P. (2002). The Encyclopedia of Pottery Techniques: A Comprehensive visual Guide to Traditional and 
Contemporary Techniques. New York: Sterling Publishing Co., Inc. 

Ijere, M. O. (1991). Women in Njgerian Economy. Enugu: Acena Publishers.  

ILO Technical Meeting. (2007). Apprenticeship in the Informal Economy in Africa. Geneva: May, 3-4. 

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1990). Situated Learning: Legitimate Periperal Participation. Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press. 

Lave, J., & Wenger. (1991a). Learning Theories and Models-Situated Learning. Retrieved June 25, 2013, from 
http://www.learning-theories.com/situated-learning-theory-lave.html 

Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991b). Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation. Cambridge: University of 
Cambridge Press. 

Nnadozie, Uche. (2012). Creativity and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs): An Appraisal of the Visual 
Arts in Nigeria. In Sunday Enessi Ododo (Ed.), Fireworks for a Lighting Aesthetician (pp. 338-347). Lagos: 
CEBAAC. 

Nwazor, F. O. O. (2006). Effective Parent-Child Communication: The Key for Successful Nuture. Onitsha: 
Sunshine Computers and Press.  

Speight, C., & Toki, J. (2004). Hands in Clay (5th ed.). New York: MacGraw Hill. 

Ughammadu, U. (2009). Fundamental Issues in Peace and Conflict Situations in Nigeria. Onitsha: Creative 
Forum Nigeria Limited.  

 

Copyrights 

Copyright for this article is retained by the author(s), with first publication rights granted to the journal. 

This is an open-access article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution 
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/). 

 


