Education and Human
Capital in Colonial Africa
Léonard Wantchékon
March 8, 2022

Plan
▪ Introduction
▪ Patterns in the Data: Investment, Disparities & Curriculum
▪ Impact
oSocio-economic Mobility
oInequalities
oEmpowerment: Emergence of African Intelligentsia & Political Elite
▪ Conclusion: Key Takeaways, Open Questions & Future Research

I. Introduction
The Status of Education and Human Capital in Colonial Africa

Introduction: Supply of Education
Why did colonial powers establish schools in Africa?
• By early 1900s, growing governance and trade interests required educated
Africans.
• Africans in public service were paid 3/5ths of what Europeans got in British
colonies and were paid less as part of the “native cadre” in French colonies
making them a cheap source of labor (Goldthorpe, 1955; Duke Bryant, 2015).

Introduction: Supply of Education
But they faced a dilemma,
• Officials feared that educated Africans would demand more freedom
when met with the hard limits to social mobility in colonial society
(eg. Ball, 1983; Gamble, 2017).
• “The high cost per head is a necessary result of our African policy, born of
bitter experience in India; a policy of caution and firm foundations,
advancing from a few selected and well-equipped centres in slowly widening
circles, secondary education being restricted with reference to local demand
and the more urgent claims of primary education.” Arthur Mayhew, Secretary of
the Colonial Office Advisory Committee on Education, Great Britain. Quoted in Ball (1983).

II. Patterns of Colonial
Education
Data on Investment, Disparities, and Curriculum

Patterns: Summary
1. Small investments in education were made by colonial
powers which had important effects on social mobility and
political engagement.
2. Africans demanded more Western education.
3. Colonial powers feared that education would threaten
their control, so primary education remained scarce and
secondary education essentially non-existent.

i. Investments in
Education

Investments in Education
• Education was financed entirely by colonies with no contributions
from metropole (Huillery, 2009).
• Investment tended to concentrate over time as marginal investments
flowed to areas with existing facilities and locally high demand for
education (which, in turn, was fueled by earlier investments in
education).
• Low level of investment made in education through grants to
missionary schools. In turn, missionary schools were generally run on
the initiative of Africans.
• E.g. Uganda 1938: 8,456 African teachers taught in primary schools, while
there were only 285 European teachers (Frankema, 2012).

Investments in Education: British
Colonies

Source: Includes grants for missionary schools (Frankema, 2012).

British Colonies: Missionary Schools

Almost all education
was through
missionary schools.

Source: Frankema, 2012
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Colonies
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• Huillery (2009) finds that
teachers/school increased over
time.
• Possible explanations:
o increasing returns on
investment
OR
o greater demands from
Africans
• But the increases in
educational investment was
concentrated in areas that
already had better access.

ii.
Disparities in
Educational Investment

Disparities: Unequal Investments in
Education
• Large disparities in
enrollment across the
districts of 16 British and
French colonies.
• Schooling was concentrated
in coastal areas with or near
pre-colonial trading posts.

Figure 1. Total students in Nigeria by district (1910-1939)
Source: Ricart-Huguet, 2021

Spatial Disparities
• Important regional disparities
existed in colonial education
investment, with larger
investments made in coastal
areas (Huillery, 2009).
• Huillery (2009) finds that much
inter-district disparities were
also random, based on traits of
colonial administrators. But
effects have been persistent.
Source: Huillery, 2009

education. To this effect, the statistics of the annual education report for the year 1928 are
very revealing (annual Education Report, Southern Provinces, 1928). The figures of the
average attendance for primary and secondary schools, displayed in the tables below, are
drawn from the report. The overall percentage of girls has been worked to reflect and
highlight disparity in the education of boys and girls both from perspective of the
government and the Christian missions’ agencies.

Gender Disparities

Table Average attendance in Government primary schools in 1928.
Province
N of Sch. Boys
Girls
Total
Colony
5
584
79
663
Benin
14
1,994
136
2,130
Calabar
6
1,356
67
1,423
Ijebu
--------Ogoja
2
225
17
272
Ondo
1
132
13
145
Onitsha
3
781
24
805
Owerri
7
1,512
107
1,619
Oyo
1
197
28
225
Warri
4
707
105
812
Total
49
8,440
703
9,143

Despite the existence of
matriarchal traditions in
many parts of pre-colonial
Africa, colonial education
for women was most
severely limited.

% of Girls
11.9%
6.3%
4.7%
--6.2%
8.9%
2.9%
6.6%
12.4%
12.9%
7.6%

Data on Nigeria. Source: Okonkwo & Ezeh, 2008
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Primary Enrollment (1950)
Source: Frankema, 2012

Even by 1950, most
countries had primary
school enrollment levels
below 20%

Secondary Education
• Both French and British colonial administrators were especially wary
of secondary education.
• Even in 1939, no secondary education was available in Central Africa
(Ball, 1983).
• The first secondary school in French Equatorial Africa was founded in
Brazzaville in 1935 (Coquery-Vidrovitch, 2021).
• Educational policy was based on a pyramidal system: expanding primary
education but severely restricting access to secondary education
(Duke Bryant, 2015 ; Gamble, 2017).

to receive financial assistance based on the terms of the memoranda earlier mentioned especially the one
concerning standards and certification of teachers. In other words not all schools owned by the private sector
received funding, only those that met the conditions of standards/quality, managerial control and attendance of
students at schools. However, since there were very few girls only schools in fact, except in 1927 when the
government managed to establish one in Yaba Lagos, no single public school for girls existed in all of Nigeria
apart from the ones built and managed by the missionaries which were few and far-in-between. Hence, girls-only
schools got too little promotion at the secondary school level from that time till the beginning of World War II.
Allupsecondary
schools in Nigeria till 1910. Source: Ogunyemi, 2015
Table 1.0: Secondary Schools Founded in Nigeria
to 1949

Secondary Education: Nigeria

S/N
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26

School
CMS Grammar School, Bariga, Lagos
Methodist Boys High School, Lagos
Methodist Girls High School, Lagos
Baptist Academy, Lagos
Hoppe Waddell Training Institute, Calabar
St Andrew’s College, Oyo
St. Anne’s School, Molete, Ibadan
Baptist Training School, Ogbomoso
Oron Training Institute (now Oron Boys High
School)
St. Paul’s College, Iyienu, Awka
Methodist Boys High School, Oron
Wesleyan College, Elekuro, Ibadan
Abeokuta Grammar School, Abeokuta
King’s College, Lagos
St. John’s College, Bida
Alhuda College, Zaria
Ibadan Grammar School, Ibadan
Ijebu-Ode Grammar School, Ijebu-Ode
Eko Boys High School, Lagos
Government Secondary School, Ilorin
Government College, Katsina-Ala
Etinan Institute, Etinan
Ondo Boys High School, Ondo
Duke Town Secondary School, Calabar
Government College, Kaduna
Methodist College, Uzuakoli

Date Founded
1859
1878
1879
1885
1895
1896
1896
1897
1897

Founder
CMS Mission
Methodist mission
Methodist Mission
Baptist Mission
Presbyterian Church of Scotland
CMS Mission
Catholic Mission
Baptist Mission
Presbyterian Church of Scotland

Enrolees
Boys only
Boys only
Girls only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Girls only
Boys only
Boys only

1900
1903
1905
1908
1909
1909
1910
1913
1913
1913
1914
1914
1915
1919
1919
1920
1923

CMS Mission
Methodist Mission
Methodist mission
CMS Mission
Colonial Government
CMS Mission
Colonial Government
Private/CMS Clergyman
CMS Mission
Private/Clergyman
Colonial Government
Colonial Government
Qua Iboe (Irish) Christian Mission
Colonial Government
Qua Iboe (Irish) Christian Mission
Colonial government
Methodist Mission

Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Girls only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only
Boys only

Southern Nigeria had one of the most developed secondary education systems
in Sub-Saharan Africa. The vast majority of these were missionary schools, with
limited support from the colonial state (Ogunyemi, 2015).

iii.

Curriculum

Curriculum
• “The more practical and rudimentary the education is, the more useful
schools will be; it’s a matter of turning young natives into workers who
speak and write French.”
– Camille Guy, lieutenant governor of Senegal, 1903 (Gamble, 2017).

Curriculum: Overview
• Adapted curriculum: refers to the idea that Black communities required
less advanced, more localized education which was separate from
European education.
• British colonies gave grants to private missionary schools rather than
investing in public education systems (Frankema, 2012).
• Grants were contingent on mission schools providing vocational
training alone (Ball, 1983; Zvogbo, 1981).
• In practice, students spent most of their days in indentured labor with
no real education going on in schools (Ball, 1983).

Curriculum: Senegal
• Adapted curriculum was offered in Senegalese village and regional
schools, 1903 (Gamble, 2017):
• French, Arabic (in Muslim areas), reading, writing
• Basic math, metric system, elements of geometry, drawing
• Basic modern and contemporary history focused on French West
Africa
• Elements of physical and natural sciences applied to hygiene,
agriculture and local industries
• Practical training in agriculture as well as woodwork and
metalwork

Curriculum: Nigeria

schools. Paragraph VII of 1909 education code listed the syllabus for the different levels.
A close analysis of the proposed subjects for boys and girls is very revealing.
Syllabus for primary schools 1909 (Code of Education, 1909)
Obligatory subjects for boys
Obligatory subjects for girls
Colloquial English and Nature study
None
Reading with translation into vernacular, meaning of Same as boys
words and simple Grammar
Arithmetic
Same as boys
Hygiene and sanitation
Same as boys
Manual Training to include drawing or shorthand Domestic Economy – Cookery or
from standard III
Bakery, Plain Needlework and
Laundry.
Moral Instruction
Same as boys
Optional subjects
Optional subjects
History and Geography
None
Singing
Same as boys
Drill and physical exercise
Same as boys

Source: Okonkwo
& Ezeh,
2008
Syllabus
for secondary
schools 1909 (Code of Education, 1909)
Obligatory subjects for boys
Obligatory subjects for girls
Colloquial English, Reading, Elementary Grammar, Same as boys
Literature
Writing to include Dictation and Composition
Same as boys

III. Impact
Social Mobility and Political Engagement, Sources of Disparity,
and Empowerment

Impact: Summary
1. Social Mobility and Political Engagement: Those who had
access to Western education had significant inter-generational
impacts.
2. Inequalities: There were big disparities in access to education
based on region, gender, and religion.
3. Empowerment: Disparities have tended to persist into postcolonial times creating intelligentsia and political elite.

i. Social Mobility

Wantchekon et al. (2015): Colonial
Education & Social Mobility
• Individuals who were part of the first two cohorts to
receive education at colonial schools in Benin had higher
living standards and better social networks compared to
uneducated individuals.
• The educated individuals were also much less likely to be
farmers and much more likely to be politically active.

Wantchekon et al. (2015): Colonial
Education & Social Mobility

Intergenerational Effects: Benin
Wantchekon et al.,
(2015) show strong
inter-generational
effects in social
mobility and political
participation.

ii.

Inequalities

Spatial Disparities and Persistence:
Huillery (2009)
• Localities that had higher levels of public investment in the early
colonial period continued to have higher levels of investment in later
periods, leading to better outcomes even into the present day.

Regional Disparities and Persistence:
Political Elites
• Ricart-Huguet (2021) shows that
regional disparities in political
representation derive from colonial-era
education provision.
• Cabinet ministers continue to hail
disproportionately from areas with high
levels of colonial education provision.
• Huillery (2009) shows that localities
that had higher levels of public
investment in the early colonial period
continued to have higher levels of
investment in later periods, leading to
better outcomes today.
Source: Ricart-Huguet, 2021

Regional Disparities and Persistence:
Northern & Southern Nigeria
• 1914: Northern Nigeria had eight primary school, two technical
government schools, 512 total pupils. Southern Nigeria had 541
primary schools (out of which 487 mission schools), 65,000 total
pupils (Annual Report of the Colonies).
• 1952: school enrollment amounted to 900,000/2.35 million children
in Northern Nigeria and 120,000/2.5 million children in Southern
Nigeria.

iii.

Empowerment

The Emergence of an African Intelligentsia and Political Elite

Demanding Education
• Despite severe restrictions on supply, Africans saw education as a
source of empowerment and demanded more of it.
• “Never in the course of my experience of the tropics have I found a place
where the people were so avid for education. It is the only country, I fancy,
where the schoolboy, without being a prig, is more anxious to go to school
than his parents are to send him.” - Colonial official, Ghana, 1919
(Davidson,1973)

Breaking Barriers
• African filmmaker, Sembene Ousmane
(top-right) and writer, Paul Hazoumé
(bottom-right), both at most, attained
high school education.
• Still, their ideas and artistic contributions
are world-renowned, especially
Ousmane’s contribution to film (top-left)
and Hazoumé’s contribution to literature
(bottom-left).

Connecting to African Diaspora: Nnandi
Azikwe
• Nnandi Azikiwe moved to the US for graduate education and
attained at faculty position at Lincoln.
• He served as the first president of Nigeria and propagated
evolutionary vision on decolonized education: “The African is not,
and never has been, a problem; there is no such thing as an African
educational problem; those who believe in such an oddity, are problems
in themselves.” (Azikiwe, 1934
• His paper, How Shall We Educate the African? (1934) introduced the
need for African anthropology, ethnology, and ethnography in
secondary and collegiate education.
• He posited that African educators should focus on the social
sciences whilst providing necessary agricultural and industrial
education.
• Azikiwe stressed that technical/vocational training should be
emphasized to the extent that Africans are educated as human
beings and ”not museum specimen or a fossil or preserved animal
for scientific experimentation.”

African
Diaspora
Dr. Kojo Tovalou, Nephew
of Behanzin, with Marcus
Garvey (1924)

Married
Roberta
Wood
Roberta Dodd Crawford, Lyric soprano

Emergence of Indigenous Political Elite:
Control vs. Empowerment
• Rather than help create a collaborative local elite, education
empowered African nationalist leaders.
• Educated Africans went on to lead anti-colonial movements, the panAfrican movement, and linked their struggles to the international
socialist movement (Wantchekon et al., forthcoming).

Emergence of Indigenous Political Elite
• Fifth Pan-African Congress, 1945
“We are determined to be free.We
want education. We want the right to
earn a decent living; the right to
express our thoughts and emotions,
to adopt and create forms of beauty.
We demand for Black autonomy and
independence…”

Connection to International Socialist Movement

• Nkrumah and Nyerere
both belonged to the upper
class
• Completed graduate
education in England and
US
• Founders of PanAfrican
Movements and African
Socialism
Kwame Nkrumah, the first prime minister &
president of Ghana (left) and Julius Nyerere, the first
president of Tanzania (right).

Demanding Education: FPE in Nigeria
• In Nigeria, dissatisfaction with missionary
education ultimately led to the institution
of the Free Primary Education scheme
(FPE) in the 1950s.
• The was the biggest expansion of
education in colonial Africa, nearly
doubling the number of primary schools
in the region between 1952 and 1954
(Ajayi,2008).
Obafemi Awolowo, pioneer of FPE

Results: FPE in Nigeria
• Over 50 percent of children between the
ages of six and twelve years were
beneficiaries of the FPE.
• The FPE provided a wider base for
entrants into secondary schools, trade
schools and teacher training colleges,
which quickened the pace of the
development of middle-level manpower.
• In contrast to 1954 when one out of five
pupils in primary school was a girl, by 1966,
almost two out of five were girls.
• Overall, the FPE created positive spillovers
for the labor market and the economy.

Primary Education in Benin

IBERE Primary School,
Sixth Grade

IV. Conclusion
Key Takeaways, Open Questions, and Future Research

Key Takeaways
• In places where education was available, it became a source of
empowerment for Africans.
• The supply of education was restricted to the point that colonial
education was non-existent in most parts of Sub-Saharan Africa.
• The fact that Africans did so much with the little education they
received, despite the efforts of colonial powers to suppress dissent,
highlights the transformational power of education for individuals,
families, and societies.
• Historical distortions persist into post-colonial times, therefore
expansion of quality education remains an urgent necessity.

Open Questions and Future Research

