
WESTERN TYP E EDUCATIO N AN D TH E DEVELOPMEN T O F 
AFRICA 

Dr. Ug a Onwuk a 
University o f Londo n Institut e o f Education , Departmen t o f 

Education i n Tropica l Are a 
(a P h D  Thesi s Londo n 1971 ) 

Summary 

Reference: Vol . 3 1 (1970-71) A 9 (p.7 ) 

Development i s define d a s man' s continuou s attempt s 
to creat e a  congenia l environmen t fo r hi s survival ; 
African developmen t i s a  proces s whereb y African s d is -
cuss an d defin e thei r needs , an d pla n an d wor k togethe r 
to satisf y them . Th e functio n o f educatio n i s t o mak e 
people understan d thi s an d channe l thei r effort s thereby . 

The tw o system s o f educatio n operatin g i n Afric a ar e 
compared: indigenou s an d wester n typ e . 

Western typ e educatio n introduce d b y colonialis m an d 
missionaries impose d wester n value s o n th e African . I t 
has ha d th e effec t o f estrangin g hi m from himsel f an d 
other Africans , an d disarmin g hi m for th e task s necessar y 
for rea l development . 

The repor t describe s a  viciou s circl e i n whic h 
Africans perpetuat e thei r ow n under-development , an d 
points ou t th e nee d fo r a  dynami c educationa l syste m serv -
ing nationa l in te res t s , Africa n identit y an d development . 

Report 

Western-Type Educatio n an d th e Developmen t o f Afric a 

In moder n categorisation , Africa , apar t fro m Sout h Africa , i s 
labelled "developing" , "underdeveloped" , "backward" , e t c . Europea n an d 
African countrie s hav e bee n spendin g me n an d mone y t o develo p Africa . Yet , 
Africa ha s remaine d underdeveloped . Th e purpos e o f th e study l upo n whic h 
this articl e i s base d wa s t o accoun t fo r th e prennia l backwardnes s o f Africa . 
Today, ther e i s s o muc h tal k abou t developmen t tha t on e need s t o b e certai n 
of th e typ e o f developmen t referre d t o he re . 

As i t concern s huma n society , developmen t i s man' s continuou s 
attempt t o creat e a  congenia l environmen t fo r hi s survival . I t involve s th e 
utilization, t o th e fulles t extent , o f al l th e materia l an d huma n resource s o f 
any societ y wit h th e resul t tha t ther e i s stead y an d significan t improvemen t 

1. Thi s articl e i s base d o n "Educationa l Value s an d Africa n Development" , 
a P h . D . thesi s (London , 1971 ) by Ug a Onwuka . 
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in th e standard s o f livin g o f th e member s o f th e community . Th e purpos e o f 
development i s th e bettermen t o f man . Africa n development , then , i s a  pro -
cess whereb y African s discus s an d defin e thei r need s and , dependin g upo n 
their abilit y an d potentialities , pla n an d wor k togethe r t o satisf y them . Thi s 
kind o f developmen t ha s no  boundarie s separatin g economi c fro m socia l o r 
political development . The y ar e al l componen t part s o f man' s struggl e fo r 
survival. 

Social, economi c an d politica l developmen t i s intimatel y connecte d 
with educatio n whic h i s th e acquisitio n an d utilizatio n o f knowledg e fo r a 
complete living . I t i s a  proces s b y whic h th e community 1 seek s t o ope n it s 
life t o al l th e individual s withi n i t an d enabl e the m t o pla y thei r par t i n i t . 
Real educatio n encourage s th e spiri t o f adventur e an d man' s natura l curiosit y 
which enable s hi m t o exploi t hi s abilitie s t o th e full . A s developmen t hardl y 
takes plac e wher e ther e i s a  multiplicit y o f subnationa l loyaltie s an d wher e 
people d o no t understan d thei r purpos e i n life , i t i s th e plac e o f educatio n t o 
make peopl e understan d i t an d t o channe l thei r effort s toward s i t . 

Real educatio n nurture s an d promote s citizenship , th e spiri t o f 
common belongin g an d commo n destiny . I t produce s th e manpowe r whic h i s 
the primar y facto r o f development . Suc h a n educatio n canno t b e cheap . Yet , 
unless a  communit y i s developed , i t canno t affor d t o provid e th e typ e o f edu -
cation tha t i n tur n generate s rea l development. 2 Th e inter-relationshi p o f 
education an d developmen t help s u s t o dra w tw o conclusion s fro m th e statemen t 
that "colonialis m pu t a  brea k o n development" 3 i n colonia l ter r i tor ie s o f whic h 
Africa i s par t . F i r s t , ther e ha d bee n som e developmen t i n Afric a befor e th e 
arr ival o f European s there . Secondly , tha t developmen t wa s th e produc t o f 
some for m o f education . Thi s demolishe s th e notio n ofte n entertaine d b y som e 
people tha t i t wa s European s wh o brough t educatio n t o Africa . Indeed , 
Africans ha d thei r ow n indigenous educationa l syste m befor e th e introductio n 
of western-typ e education . 

Indigenous Africa n societie s ha d bot h forma l an d informa l way s o f 
imparting knowledg e an d skill s t o thei r youn g an d succeedin g generations . I t 
was a  natura l for m o f educatio n whic h too k plac e i n rea l an d concret e situ -
ations. It s conten t wa s relevan t t o life . I n man y respect s i t ha d parallel s 
with western-typ e education . Bu t i t ha d it s shortcomings . Th e absenc e o f 
literacy mean t tha t n o branc h o f learnin g coul d b e pursue d i n grea t details . 
The multiplicit y o f localize d language s rendere d man y idea s immutable . 
Nevertheless, African s prepare d thei r succeedin g generation s t o tak e thei r 
place an d pla y wel l thei r par t i n th e community . I n th e fiel d o f huma n qualities , 
which ar e vita l fo r development , indigenou s Africa n educatio n score d a  con -
siderable measur e o f success . Eve n then , i t s method s o f inculcatin g manlines s 
were brutal . 4 Bu t consideration s o f th e surviva l o f eac h communit y a s a  whol e 

1. "Th e moder n natio n i s no t a  communit y i f th e peopl e lac k an y endurin g 
singleness o f purpose , o r i f the y lac k th e necessar y spiri t an d powe r t o 
integrate thei r endeavour s fo r a  commo n weal' ' . / S e e F . Watts , 
Education fo r Self-Realizatio n an d Socia l Service , (London , 1920),p.5 . 

2. Se e Ug a Onwuka , "Educationa l Value s an d Africa n Development" , 
unpublished P h . D . (London , 1971 ) thes is , p . 1 5 1 . 

3 . A . Curie , Educationa l Strateg y fo r Developin g Societies , (London , 1963) , 
p .46 . 

4 . Ug a Onwuka , op . c i t . , p .199 . 
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justified ever y measur e adopte d t o eliminat e what , b y thei r norm , wa s 
unacceptable. Indigenou s politica l unit s wer e to o smal l t o b e abl e t o secur e 
the typ e o f developmen t tha t moder n societie s desir e an d t o res is t th e intrusio n 
of th e wester n type . Technologically , too , i t wa s ver y limited . Hence,whe n 
Europeans arrive d the y foun d nothin g tha t the y coul d refe r t o a s educatio n 
in existenc e i n Africa . The y introduce d thei r typ e o f educatio n comprisin g 
primary, secondar y an d a  variet y o f highe r education . 

In spit e o f this , th e natur e o f western-typ e educatio n i n Africa n ha s 
not, s o far , sufficientl y equippe d th e Africa n t o tackl e an d solv e hi s problems . 
Africa, eve n thos e part s tha t hav e ha d w e stern-type educatio n fo r wel l ove r 
a century , stil l heavil y rel y o n Europ e an d Americ a fo r thei r educationa l 
programmes an d genera l development . Th e explanatio n ofte n give n b y man y a 
critic i s tha t th e educatio n wa s to o religious , to o bookish , to o literac y an d 
principally concerne d wit h th e acquisitio n o f undigeste d fact s fo r examinatio n 
purposes . 1 Admittedly , th e conten t o f th e educatio n wa s unrelate d t o th e 
Africans' need s an d experiences . I t di d no t encourag e initiative , origina l 
thinking, experimentatio n an d creativity . I n general , i t conditione d i t s 
recipients t o accep t thought s though t ou t fo r them . T o questio n certai n 
statements wa s a  sig n o f insubordination . 

These criticism s wer e no t peculia r t o western-typ e educatio n i n 
Africa. Educatio n i n Brit ian , fo r instance , onc e cam e unde r simila r heav y 
f i re . Bu t development s i n othe r direction s a s wel l a s th e effectiv e activitie s 
of reformer s wh o understoo d wha t the y wer e doin g fo r thei r countr y an d 
people change d th e situatio n i n Britain . 

Those wh o introduce d western-typ e educatio n i n Afric a taugh t wha t 
they wer e use d to . Th e knowledg e o f wester n way s an d idea s the y taugh t 
brought African s an d Afric a int o th e strea m o f worl d affairs . Examination s 
are necessar y i n ever y aspec t o f life ; bu t th e natur e an d functio n o f exami -
nations ma y mak e a  lo t o f differenc e i n people' s outlook . Western-typ e 
education i n Afric a wa s no t reall y l i teracy . I t woul d hav e bee n i n Africa' s 
interest i f i t wer e so , fo r l i terar y studie s provid e a  mean s o f inculcatin g 
humanism, a n aspec t o f learnin g an d dealin g wit h th e worl d o f peopl e an d 
human interest s i n general. 2 Tha t muc h o f th e educationa l wor k i n Afric a i s 
in th e hand s o f Christia n mission s doe s no t ips o fact o qualif y i t a s religious . 
In fact , a  goo d dea l o f wha t goe s o n even i n chr is t ia n institution s i s 
i r re l igious. 

Furthermore, i t i s incorrec t t o asser t tha t educatio n i n Afric a ha d 
no provisio n fo r industrial , technica l o r scientifi c trainin g o r studies . Man y 
missionary institution s include d practica l an d industria l trainin g i n thei r 
educational programme . Scienc e subject s wer e foun d eve n i n primar y schools . 
But lac k o f funds , equipmen t an d capabl e teacher s necessitate d th e adoptio n 
of teachin g method s whic h rendere d scienc e an d technica l subject s a s 
"l i terary" a s subject s definitel y know n a s such . Th e fault , therefore , lie s 
not s o muc h i n th e conten t bu t i n th e method s o f teaching , th e organisatio n an d 
in th e expectation s o f bot h th e recipient s an d th e propagators . Additionally , 

1. Se e Ug a Onwuka , "Educationa l Value s an d Africa n Development" , 
unpublished P h . D . (London , 1971 ) thesis , p .308 . 

2. Ibid. , p .275 . Se e als o A.V . Murray , Th e Schoo l I n th e Bush , (London , 
1929), p .195 . 
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most o f th e earl y propagator s o f western-typ e educatio n i n Afric a wer e no t 
professionally traine d educators . The y ha d narro w an d limite d view s o f th e 
meaning an d purpos e o f education . 

British educationa l polic y i n th e colonie s wa s intimatel y relate d t o 
the centra l purpos e o f he r colonia l in te res t s . Thes e interest s varie d fro m 
when, i n orde r t o clea r he r conscienc e fo r he r par t i n th e inhuma n traffic , 
Britain wa s mainl y concerne d wit h th e abolitio n o f th e slav e t rade , repatr iat -
ing an d resettlin g o f th e ex-slave s t o whe n th e Britis h Governmen t assume d 
the rol e o f trustee s an d protector s o f thei r colonia l possessions . Th e impli -
cations o f thi s rol e wer e no t clea r t o al l thos e o n th e developmenta l stage . 
However, Britai n pledge d hersel f t o guid e colonia l people s alon g th e pat h t o 
self-government withi n th e framewor k o f th e Britis h Empir e o r Commonwealth . 
She als o undertoo k t o buil d u p thei r socia l an d economi c institution s an d t o 
develop thei r natura l r e s o u r c e s . 1 Thes e demande d th e educatio n o f th e peopl e 
in orde r t o rous e thei r interest s i n matter s affectin g thei r genera l develop -
ment. I t wa s hope d tha t th e educatio n provide d woul d enabl e African s t o 
choose an d develo p thos e o f thei r indigenou s institution s an d practice s wort h 
preserving instea d o f blindl y imitatin g Europeans . Hence.i t wa s state d tha t 
British educationa l polic y i n Afric a shoul d b e adapte d t o th e mentality , 
aptitude o r aspiration s o f th e variou s peoples . 2 Thes e wer e th e officiall y 
stated aim s o f th e Britis h Government . Al l th e Europea n group s i n Afric a 
did no t wholeheartedl y accep t them ; hence,the y di d no t co-operat e i n workin g 
toward achievin g them . 

Western-type educatio n i n Afric a wa s introduce d b y Christia n 
missionaries whos e primar y ai m wa s proselytization . T o the m Afric a wa s 
in dange r o f eterna l damnation . Therefore , the y desire d t o sav e th e sou l o f 
Africa. I t wa s essentia l tha t African s shoul d b e abl e t o rea d th e Bible . 
Hence,they taugh t reading . Europea n nation s wer e intereste d i n economi c 
expansion. The y neede d source s o f ra w material s fo r thei r growin g industrie s 
as wel l a s market s fo r thei r manufacture d goods . Representative s o f com -
mercial interest s an d missionarie s neede d th e protectio n o f thei r hom e govern -
ments wh o necessari ly ha d loca l representat ives . Thes e require d Africa n 
assistants i n thei r colonia l administration . Th e educatio n provide d ha d t o 
include th e 3  R ' s . Generally , European s sough t t o "civilize " Africa . Th e 
meaning attache d t o "civilization " varie d accordin g a s th e interest-group s 
saw i t . Som e wh o identified Christianit y wit h wester n civilizatio n sa w thei r 
educational ai m a s tha t o f fittin g th e Africa n t o b e " a mor e usefu l perso n t o 
the European"3 . Educatio n shoul d mak e th e Africa n mor e desirou s o f Euro -
pean product s an d serv ices . T o other s th e educationa l ai m wa s t o enabl e 
the Africa n t o improv e hi s standard s o f livin g an d t o develo p hi s "personalit y 
on al l side s an d t o th e fulles t exten t t o whic h i t i s capable"4 . Som e European s 
wanted African s t o remai n mer e labourer s o n thei r lan d an d i n thei r mines . 

1. Parliamentar y Debates , Hous e o f Commons , Speec h b y th e Secretar y o f 
State fo r th e Colonies , Colone l Rt . Hon . Olive r Frederic k Georg e Stanley , 
13th July , 1943 , col . 48 . 

2. Cmd . 2374 , Educatio n Polic y i n Britis h Tropica l Africa , H . M . S . O . , 
(London, 1925 , reprin t 1939) , p . 4 . 

3 . E .W . Smith , Th e Golde n Stool , (London , 1930) , p.294. . 

4 . Ibid. , p .295 . 
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These wer e oppose d t o an y for m o f educatio n tha t woul d actuall y enabl e 
Africans t o b e master s o f thei r ow n affair s i n thei r land . Bu t ho w di d 
Africans themselve s embrac e w e stern-type education ? 

Initially thi s ne w typ e o f educatio n wa s unpopula r i n Africa . Fo r a 
long tim e i t di d no t sprea d beyon d th e inhabitant s o f coasta l area s an d th e 
communities o f emancipate d Africa n slaves . I n it s earl y day s som e parent s 
demanded paymen t fo r lettin g thei r childre n g o t o school . 1 I n time , however , 
the initia l apath y an d suspicio n tha t greete d th e introductio n o f w e stern-type 
education wer e dispelle d b y a  numbe r o f at tractions . I t becam e a  passpor t t o 
employment i n th e moder n sector . Thi s offere d materia l benefit s no t onl y t o 
the individua l recipient s bu t als o t o thei r parents , familie s an d dependants . 
Thus, th e ne w typ e o f educatio n cam e t o b e see n a s a  direc t investment . I t 
provided a  mean s o f escap e fro m th e toilsom e uneconomi c subsistenc e agricul -
ture an d als o a  mean s o f enhancin g persona l an d grou p status . Fo r a  variet y 
of reason s individuals , parent s an d loca l communitie s cam e t o realiz e th e 
importance o f western-typ e education . O n gainin g independenc e Africa n 
countries readil y accepte d al l form s o f western-typ e educatio n a s a n indis -
pensable facto r o f thei r expecte d development . 

Again, thes e expectation s ar e no t peculia r t o Africa . Individual s i n 
other part s o f th e worl d ar e intereste d i n securin g employmen t i n orde r t o 
earn money . Likewise , th e possibilitie s o f gettin g int o comfortabl e an d well -
paid position s induc e man y youn g peopl e t o pursu e a  variet y o f highe r edu -
cation. Parent s intereste d i n thei r children' s futur e desir e fo r the m suc h 
education tha t woul d mak e substantia l differenc e t o thei r future. 2 Al l th e 
advanced countrie s o f th e worl d ha d lon g realize d tha t a  hig h leve l o f nationa l 
productivity ca n onl y b e sustaine d b y brain s an d ski l l . 3 T o thi s en d thei r 
institutions o f learnin g hav e nationa l responsibilitie s t o fulfil . Fo r instance , 
they ai m a t raisin g health y an d worth y cit izens . Nevertheless , attraction s o f 
education var y fro m tim e t o time , plac e t o plac e an d grou p t o group . Whil e 
the attraction s o f educatio n t o African s ar e commo n i n othe r part s o f th e worl d 
the fac t remain s tha t educatio n i n Afric a ha s no t don e wha t i t di d i n thos e 
parts o f th e worl d tha t introduce d i t t o Africa . Unquestionably , Afric a stil l 
remains underdeveloped . T o accoun t fo r thi s continue d underdevelopment , 
one mus t conside r som e peculia r attitude s to , an d practice s of , western-typ e 
education i n Africa . 

The natur e o f western-typ e educatio n i n Afric a ha s bee n suc h tha t 
estranged African s fro m thei r environment . Th e ne w educatio n di d no t foste r 
self-respect an d self-confidence . Unintentionally , th e ne w typ e o f educatio n 

1. Se e R . Laws , "Th e Co-ordinatio n o f Technica l an d Literar y Trainin g i n 
the Educatio n o f Natives" , Repor t o f th e Nativ e Educatio n Conference , 
Nyasaland Protectorate , (Governmen t Pr in te r , Zombe , 1927) , p .20 . Se e 
also J . F . A . Ajayi , "Th e Developmen t o f Secondar y Gramma r Schoo l 
Education i n Nigeria " ,  Journa l o f th e Historica l Societ y o f Nigeria , 
Vol.2, No.4 , December , 1963 , p .521 . 

2. J .E . Floud , e d . , Socia l Clas s an d Educationa l Opportunity , (London , 
1965), p .76 . 

3 . A.H . Halsey , J . Floud , an d C.A . Anderson , Education , Econom y an d 
Society, (Ne w York , 196l) , p .24 . 
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encouraged autophobia. 1 I t mad e African s tur n thei r backs , a s i t were , t o 
things African : thei r ow n culture , thei r indigenou s syste m o f educatio n an d 
their ow n people . I t encourage d slavis h imitation , ostentatio n an d excessiv e 
reliance o n others . Wha t wen t o n i n th e nam e o f educatio n wa s no t relate d t o 
the needs , problem s an d experience s o f th e people . Th e syste m di d no t 
nurture tru e citizenship . I t produce d a  situatio n i n whic h peopl e la y mor e 
emphasis o n materia l gain s tha n o n service . Generally , i t ha s no t sufficientl y 
roused African s t o becom e intereste d i n matter s affectin g thei r development . 

At thi s stag e i t i s possibl e t o stat e tw o primar y obstacle s t o rea l 
development i n Africa . One  i s th e absenc e o f an y unit y o f purpos e amongs t 
those involve d i n th e task . Th e majorit y o f th e earl y educationalist s i n Afric a 
had n o definit e conceptio n o f th e meanin g an d functio n o f education . Th e 
European groups , missionaries , administrator s an d commercia l represent -
atives o f Europea n investor s ofte n ha d conflictin g objectives . Wher e thei r 
interests coincided , the y wer e oppose d t o thos e o f African s who , o n thei r 
par t , ha d varyin g persona l an d sectiona l in te res t s . Indeed , "mos t European s 
are intereste d i n th e African , no t fo r hi s sak e bu t fo r thei r ow n .  . . " 2 

The othe r i s tha t th e developmenta l stag e i s a  scen e o f contradictions . 
Rather tha n emphasizin g commo n bond s unitin g differen t Africa n people s 
grouped int o an y on e colonia l possession , th e educationa l syste m emphasize d 
their differences . Thus , i n plac e o f unit y an d co-operation , one  find s dis -
harmony an d mutua l conflict . Officia l statement s indicat e tha t th e educatio n 
provided shoul d enabl e African s t o stan d o n thei r fee t an d manag e thei r ow n 
affairs. Yet , ver y fe w official s seriousl y entertaine d th e possibilit y o f 
Africans relyin g upo n thei r ow n resource s t o satisf y thei r need s an d solv e 
their problem s i n thei r ow n ways . Ther e ar e suggestion s tha t African s 
should, i n th e ligh t o f thei r experience s throug h exposur e t o th e practice s i n 
other part s o f th e world , devis e thei r educationa l system . Th e syste m pro -
duces peopl e wh o dismis s suc h a n ide a a s a  mean s o f fobbin g African s of f 
with somethin g inferio r an d denyin g the m th e opportunit y o f "rubbin g 
shoulders" wit h th e outsid e world . I n publi c Africa n politician s tal k o f 
"Africanisation" .  I n privat e an d i n practic e the y expres s thei r preferenc e 
for externa l service s givin g r is e t o a  phenomeno n terme d "intellectua l cen -
trifugalism" . 3 Afric a yearn s fo r educate d peopl e t o serv e an d sav e Africa ; 
yet th e syste m turn s ou t thousand s o f literat e bu t uneducate d people . 

Real developmen t demand s occasiona l stock-takin g b y whic h peopl e 
appraise th e par t the y play . Ther e i s abundan t evidenc e o f self-criticis m o n 
the par t o f Europeans . Thi s essentia l aspec t o f developmen t i s lackin g o n th e 
part o f th e Africans . Aske d wh o i s responsibl e fo r th e continue d backward -
ness o f Africa , th e Africa n readil y blame s i t o n th e colonia l masters . 
Undoubtedly, th e colonia l master s hav e thei r shar e o f th e blame . Althoug h i t 

1. Autophobi a i s a  psychologica l comple x o f self-dislik e o r self-hatred . 
The Africa n examplifie s thi s b y slavis h eulog y an d admiratio n o f foreig n 
people an d thei r ways , an d th e disparagemen t o f peopl e o f hi s kin d an d 
his indigenou s way s o f life . 

2. D . Westermann , Th e Africa n Toda y an d Tomorrow , (London , 1949) , 
p . 3 . 

3 . Intellectua l centrifugalism , lik e brai n drain , resul t s i n los s o f manpower . 
It i s a  situatio n i n whic h th e attitude s o f privilege d peopl e forc e educate d 
and a  variet y o f qualifie d indigenou s person s out . 
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has bee n state d tha t "Afric a wil l b e wha t Europ e an d Americ a mak e o f i t " , l 

they hav e overtl y indicate d tha t th e African' s salvatio n res t s wit h him . Th e 
part European s hav e played , an d stil l continu e t o play , serv e a s a n objec t 
lesson tha t man , ultimately , i s responsibl e fo r hi s ow n survival . Afric a i s 
abundantly ric h i n materia l an d me n capabl e o f bein g utilize d i n creatin g a 
congenial environmen t fo r hi s happiness . B y thei r unwillingnes s an d unpre -
paredness t o undertak e th e tas k necessar y fo r rea l developmen t African s 
perpetuate thei r underdevelopment . The y ofte n d o no t kno w tha t educatio n 
and developmen t ar e no t importabl e commodities . However , th e Africa n i s 
not naturall y indolent . H e merel y appear s t o b e s o whe n h e doe s no t identif y 
himself wit h wha t h e doe s an d wha t goe s o n aroun d him . 

The Africa n need s a  dynami c educationa l syste m tha t wil l foste r 
self-realization, self-confidenc e an d promot e co-operatio n an d productivity . 
It shoul d b e a  syste m i n whic h al l educationa l institution s positivel y serv e 
national interest s an d thu s offe r th e Africa n th e identit y tha t h e no w lacks . 
Rational regroupin g wil l serv e t o mak e th e Africa n awar e o f th e purpos e o f 
his existenc e an d struggles . Withou t thi s awarenes s ther e ca n b e n o rea l 
development i n Africa . 

1. D . Westermann , Th e Africa n Toda y an d Tomorrow , (London , 1949) , p . l. 
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