The challenge to the liberal vision of universities
in Africa
David Court
"In Africa, it must all be thought out afresh, not once for all but continuously for
generations" (Marris 1967).
Introduction1
A striking feature of the recently published World Bank report on higher
educationtz6i33Tc(n)t of its doubts about the subject in general and about its
main historical form - the university - in particular. Unable to rest its case on the
positive cross-national economic development indicators available to the
proponents of primary, or better still, female education, the report is a very
conditional statement of faith, punctuated by constant references to the high cost
of tertiary education, its low rate of return and the Bank's intention to concentrate
upon the more demonstrably profitable investments of primary and secondary
education.
This emphasis is not explicitly extended to the view that universities are a
luxury that poor countries cannot afford. Such a position would be politically
untenable anyway. But the unequivocal view of the paper is that universities, in
anything resembling their present form, are a poor investment and need to be
trimmed and restructured so that they concentrate primarily on producing the
skills required by the market.
The tone is set by the front cover picture of the paper. It features not a
distinguished African scholar, scientist or university administrator - not an
Odhiambo, a Mazrui or a Ramphele - but a 'trainee technician' in an unspecified
Senegalese institution. The future is seen to lie in the realm of the vocational, the
utilitarian and the functional. With its starting point as the 'current crisis', the
paper has little time for reflection on the historical contribution and evolution of
universities, nor does it attempt to convey a conviction about the value, purpose
or mission of the university beyond a passing reference in the opening paragraph.
A work attempting to cover a multiplicity of institutions across the entire
world, and to counter crisis with optimism and practicality is inevitably and
appropriately drawn to seek convergence in its analysis, and broadly applicable
prescriptions in its conclusions. Within a general refrain applauding the success
stories of South-East Asia, such conclusions are further illustrated by a series of
case studies from California to Cameroon. However, in a work of restricted
length, little emphasis can be accorded to the contextual explanations that lie
behind the cited successes and the implied disasters. The result is a clear, and
disarmingly simple, set of suggested policy reforms that define the terrain on
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which the improvement of higher education is to be sought and offer some
specific points of departure in that enterprise.
The Bank paper's characterisation of the generally parlous state of higher
education worldwide certainly applies to Africa, and the need for many of the
reforms in the proposed package cannot be gainsaid. This commentator does not
dispute the general merits of differentiation, diversified funding, a redefined role
for government or more explicit policy attention to quality and equity, or take
issue with many of the specific measures that derive from this framework. Most
of them, individually or in combination, are likely to be applicable in some set
of circumstances. They provide a useful menu of devices for policy-makers to
know about and, indeed, some of them have already been injected into the
strategic plans of Dar es Salaam, Makerere and Eduardo Mondlane universities
as a direct consequence of the consultative process involved in the preparation of
the Bank report. They would be necessary whatever the goals of the institution
because of the shortage of resources and the pressure of numbers which afflict
the universities.
They are necessary but they are not sufficient unless they also take account of
issues and purposes which are as fundamental, if less tangible, than the short-term
goals of managerial efficiency and vocational relevance. I will try to enumerate
some of these other issues, principles and purposes - complementary aspects of
the reality of higher education - which are not emphasised in the Bank paper.
This is done from a vantage point in Africa and a conviction that universities
cannot understand, or meaningfully reform, themselves without taking account of
their history and context, without re-defining their constituency and lines of
accountability, and without having a sense of a unique purpose that in some
measure involves the creation of a capacity to produce and reproduce relevant
knowledge. Universities have a function that goes beyond the economic and the
narrowly developmental which is not easily, entirely or even appropriately
measured in the utilitarian terms which characterise the Bank paper.
Resource scarcity or educational impoverishment
The central fact about the resort is that it starts from an economic premise about
the scarcity of resources rather than an educational one about the content of
quality. This feature, inevitable as the authors are bankers, does not prevent the
elucidation of educational issues but it does tend to relegate them to a subordinate
position - the penultimate chapter in fact. The central issues in Africa as
elsewhere, as the paper declares, are those of quality, equity and relevance, but
beyond these familiar watch words is a process of how education systems

towards reticence regarding the content and value of education itself. Presenting
the problem as one of budgetary crisis is not inaccurate, but it is incomplete and
has the effect of couching the debate in a language where educational policymakers, at least in Africa, can only feel defensive about their managerial
incompetence and profligate ways.
Bank education sector loans in sub-Saharan Africa include a raft of reform
conditionalities. Typical among them are: the restriction of enrolment; reduced
per student subsidies; a variety of cost recovery measures and the overall
reduction of public expenditure on higher education. Institutional reforms
proposed by the report stress accountability in the narrow terms of accounting.
They include: strengthening oversight bodies; enhancing capacity to evaluate
funding needs, monitor performance and decide the mechanism for the allocation
of the public budget for education; restructuring students loans, and the provision
of technical and financial incentives to strengthen managerial capacity. These and
others mentioned are useful, necessary and demanded by the situation, but they
do not a university make! They are not accompanied by an equally helpful and
parallel set of suggestions about the form and style of education itself, and the
educational implications of this report have to be derived from its overall
philosophy.
A utilitarian concept of higher education
There is support throughout the paper for a higher education which is applied,
vocational, private and diversified and a purpose reminiscent of the one that
drove Philip Foster to his vocational school fallacy of thirty years ago (Foster
1966). While this might seem a particularly appropriate emphasis for the poorest
continent in the world, Africa - perhaps more than other places - also needs
institutions for 'unapplied' teaching, learning, reflection and research. This is
because of the powerful and continuing sense of technological, intellectual and
cultural dependence upon the West and the consequent need to think out its own
course and model of development.
The point is hardly a novel one: universities, particularly in an era of
pluralistic politics, represent the most likely places for the training of original
thought and the conduct of basic research which in the last resort are the only
means by which societies can take control of their own destiny. Such a function
within a diversified higher education system is not a luxury that can be dispensed
with for a period, pending better economic times, but an integral part of the
development process itself. As African Heads of State reiterated in Maputo, at
a recent Second Presidential Forum on the Management of Science and
Technology for Africa, the continent needs to be a creator of science and
technology and not simply a consumer of imported versions. Few challenges are
more immediate or more important for African universities than that of
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identifying relevant devices for recreating and rewarding an intellectual ethic,
scientific imagination, academic commitment and research productivity.
The educational alternative
If educational purposes, such as scientific productivity, vigorous research
traditions, lively post-graduate teaching and a healthy scholarly publications
industry were set beside the utilitarian purposes assigned to higher education by
the Bank report, a different set of issues, assessment criteria, research priorities
and policy reforms would come to the fore. Among such issues would be those
of how to preserve scientific and scholarly communities from a process of
homogenisation and mediocritisation brought about by uncontrolled expansion;
whether four or six years at the secondary level is the best preparation for
university education; how multi-institutional systems can be truly diversified and
specialised and not merely duplicative in their offerings; what should be the
function and form of national examinations; to what extent should universities in
Africa attempt to remain on the international academic gold standard, and how
best to address the problem of attrition to overseas or international organisations
of the most highly trained of Africa's scholars and scientists.
Each of these questions relates to the central issue of how universities in
Africa can contribute to the creation and maintenance of enduring opportunities
for outstanding scholars and scientists to read, reflect and do research that results
in the production and application of relevant knowledge.
Because post-graduate programmes and research are the first items to suffer
the incursion of austerity, the ability of universities to replenish themselves has
been seriously eroded in Africa. The problem has been compounded by the
heterogeneous, scattered and often inadequate quality of training programmes
overseas. Systematic attention to the development of complementary local and
overseas graduate programmes for the future staff of universities in Africa is long
overdue. Of perhaps even greater importance is the need to investigate the scope
for expanding collaborative training programmes that pool the comparative
strengths of different institutions across Africa. Outstanding examples here are
the collaborative MA Programme in Economics of the African Economic
Research Consortium (African Economic Research Consortium 1993) and the
African Regional Postgraduate PhD Programme in Insect Science coordinated by
the International Centre for Insect Physiology and Ecology (International Centre
for Insect Physiology and Ecology 1993).
Whatever efforts are made, the threat of the brain drain in a global incentive
system is likely to become ever more serious. In a situation of institutional
deterioration, such as Africa is experiencing, the best hope probably lies in
strengthening networks of individuals and a collective sense of academic
commitment, pending the revival of universities themselves. The larger dilemma
is whether attrition into the international system in Africa or overseas reflects a
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rational response of well-trained individuals to an impossibly inhospitable
institutional environment or, alternatively, whether it suggests that the content of
the training itself in its overseas or locally imitative form is basically irrelevant.
Mahmood Mamdani has some powerful and semi-autobiographical words on
this subject:
"In our single-minded pursuit to create centres of learning and research of
international standing, we had nurtured researchers and educators who had
little capacity to work in surrounding communities but who could move to any
institution in any industrialised country, and serve any privileged community
around the globe with comparative ease. In our failure to contextualise
standards and excellence to the needs of our own people, to ground the very
process and agenda of learning and research in our conditions, we ended up
creating an intelligentsia with little stamina for the very process of development whose vanguard we claimed to be. Like birds who cross oceans when
the weather turns adverse, we had little depth and grounding, but maximum
reach and mobility. So that, when the going got rough, we got going — across
borders. Faced with a growing brain drain, some African governments turned
to the stick, to outright coercion; others, with much prodding by international
donors, turned to the carrot, simultaneously trimming universities while
upping the privileges of those who had survived the process. But none
questioned the very nature of the institutions we had created and sustained"
(Mamdani 1993:15).
We do not have to agree with the whole of this statement to acknowledge the root
and branch magnitude of the changes that are felt necessary for Africa's
universities and, if this is accepted, it becomes clear that the Bank proposals do
not really measure the depth or character of the problems involved.
For one sitting in Kenya at the present time, a perverse reaction to the clinical
clarity and reformist tone of the Bank report is to contrast it with the sheer
disorder of the university scene here when compared with that of other settings.
Reforms of the type discussed in the report require a minimum level of
administrative rationality and institutional integrity that seems to be eroding in
many parts of Africa. This commentator could not help contrasting the Bank
report with Robert Kaplan's anti-utopian vision of the future presented in the
February 1994 edition of the Atlantic Monthly (Kaplan 1994). That article is,
mercifully, no more than a scenario, albeit one that evokes pangs of recognition
in this particular part of the world. Those who are grappling with the challenge
of higher education in Africa need to combine the optimism of the Bank paper
with a sense of reality and history concerning the context in which implementation will occur.
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which is perhaps a call for more stringent and explicit political conditionalities to
supplement the economic ones.
Kenya again provides a case in point in the long stand-off between university
faculty and the Government in 1994. This confrontation undermined the purpose
of the Bank's special provision to Kenyan universities and threatened the very
existence of the university system as it has been known. Donors are beginning to
exert political conditions but to no avail so far.
"Most Kenyans, and particularly past members of the convocation know,
almost intuitively that the situation is calamitous. There is very little research
going on and even post-graduate programmes which formerly were spared
upheavals at the university have been severely interfered with. Recently some
international organisations which spend millions annually to underwrite
research projects issued an ultimatum to the authorities that they will be
obliged to pull out from the deal unless studies resume immediately and
assurances are given that university education will not be used as a platform
for political slugging" (Daily Nation 1994).
Diversity and the historical context
As the Bank report makes clear, national and regional circumstances will
determine the particular shape in application of some of the proposed reform
directions. A document covering the whole world could hardly be expected to
provide exhaustive local texture, but it would nevertheless have been instructive
from an African perspective for the document to have risked some explanations
to accompany its illustrations, of the diverse levels of achievement from different
parts of the world.
Explanations for the pace and shape of university development in Africa
cannot dispense with the historical context. A review of another donor agency's
experience in assisting university development over the past thirty years,
published just before the Bank report, concluded that context and timing were all
important in the implementation of university reform. Innovations that were
possible in one setting at one time were impossible at the same time in another,
but frequently came into being in a later epoch (Coleman with Court 1993).
It is not difficult to think of a long list of differences between the context of
African universities and those of Latin America or Asia, each of which contribute
in some measure to the distinctive character of university development in the
various continents. High on the list would be such things as the nature of the
colonial experience, the character of the political regime, the pace of economic
growth and the history of education itself in different countries. Another
important factor is the origin and form of the imported model of the university
that different countries took on. In Africa the predominant model was either
British or French. Leaving aside the variations between the two in terms of their
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internal organisation and their relationship to the state, they both differed
significantly from the American model which is more often found in Asia and
Latin America. Relative levels of industrialisation determine whether partnerships
between the university and the commercial sector are possible and, likewise,
levels of wealth or poverty account for whether privatisation is a large-scale
option or cost-sharing a small-scale one.
The educational context: universities as part of an integrated educational
system
Mindful of the rate of return evidence, the Bank report, at several points, muses
whether there is any justification for higher education at all, and at one stage
makes the case for the proposed reforms in terms of the savings that will be
released for allocation to the primary and secondary levels. It could be argued
however that the analytical separation of higher education from the other levels
is largely artificial and that the education system should be taken as an integrated
whole rather than as sections competing for resources. What happens at the
university directly and indirectly affects much of what goes on elsewhere in the
system. Thus, through its involvement in teacher training, examinations and
textbook preparation the university contributes substantially to primary and
secondary education. It is also in a good position, if freed from political
interference, to conduct research on the real functioning of the education system
itself. More important, the university is at the apex of an academic incentive
structure that in the past has had a lot to do with whether people go to school at
all. It has provided the social cement holding together a diffuse sense of
meritocracy which, once destroyed, is very hard to replace.
Again Kenya provides an instructive example. One of the most immediate
effects of the crisis at the university level has been the desertion of the national
school system - primary and secondary - by those who can afford to go
elsewhere.
Reform, accountability and the new covenant
While this article has stressed the importance of educational reform, to
accompany the fiscal and organisational measures proposed by the Bank report,
the need for fundamental reform is undeniable. The immediate question of course
is who will initiate this reform, who will risk the break from the colonial mould
and what will be its engine of sustenance? Universities worldwide are legendary
bastions of conservatism and unlikely originators of the kind of change required.
Governments have the demonstrated capacity to contain, restrict or encourage
within an existing framework but are unlikely architects of a relevant new one.
The Bank report places substantial faith in umbrella organisations -national
councils and commissions - as the directors of change, but again their record is
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modest, except as regulators of expansion, and they themselves are circumscribed
in their scope of action by political considerations and directives. Kilemi Mwiria
has reviewed the opportunities available to universities to develop linkages with
other sectors as a way of stimulating change (Mwiria 1994). But, as Mamdani
(1993) makes clear, a change in vision is unlikely without a change in the
composition of those who define the vision. He points out that the source of
power in university governance is the governing council and that the key to
university reform is the reconstitution of these councils so that they embody the
serious and responsible representation of the community to whom the university
would be accountable. Two of the key groups in this community would be
women, who are treated in the Bank report mainly as objects for equity attention
along with the 'poor' and the 'disadvantaged', and students who are mentioned
in the report only as potential voices of discontent. The other groups to make up
the council would be, more predictably, the rest of the academic community, the
productive sector and the state.
Restructuring the governing council of universities, like the reforms of the
Bank report, sounds a rather simple and perhaps even obvious suggestion.
Mamdani does not proceed to speculate on what an institution designed by such
a disparate group might actually look like in terms of its teaching staff, course
content, culture and purpose. But the notion is larger than simply changing the
complexion of a committee. In its implication it is a call for a new covenant that
couples accountability with responsibility and in this respect is an idea of a size
commensurate with the nature of the problem. The serious involvement of
students and women, not as objects of affirmative action or government
beneficence, but as principal contributors to the debate about the future of African
universities, would in itself be a significant step towards the identification of
feasible channels of change (Namuddu 1993).
What lessons, whose experience?
The report is about the experiences of higher education in different countries that
the Bank knows about, assisted or did research on and which, hence, informed
its own lending policy. It says more about the organisational and institutional
experience of different countries than it does about the experience of the Bank
itself. It confines analysis of its own experience to a cautious, but none the less
interesting and mildly self-critical, addendum.
This reader of the report would have liked to see comment on three aspects
of the Bank's own experience: some analysis of the process of negotiation and
investigation which are the preamble and the process of Bank lending for
education; comment on Bank cooperation with other agencies in its work in
higher education; and comment on the research strategy which assists lending
policy in higher education.
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First, the authors of the Bank report encounter the realities of the policy-making
structure - its centralised, hierarchical authoritarian nature, the role of patronage
and corruption, and the effects of ethnicity - in their regular negotiations. It is
naive and unfair to expect a report, such as the one under discussion, to comment
on issues involving delicate negotiation with sovereign governments. At the same
time the process does seem a rather secretive one and it would be fascinating as
well as instructive to have some insight into the process as it involved different
kinds of governments in different countries.
Secondly, the Bank has had extensive experience working with other
multilateral and bilateral donors and it is surprising that the paper does not have
much to say about the lessons of this aspect of its own experience. The burden
of many of my comments here has to do with the notion, often heard in the Bank
itself, that the smaller donor agencies with a permanent presence on the ground
may have a comparative advantage in helping to pave the way for the more
substantial assistance of the type provided by the Bank. It would have been useful
to have had some lessons of this part of the experience.
Thirdly, the great strength of the World Bank report on higher education
derives from the Bank's unique access to detailed comparative information and
its powerful capacity to analyse that information and draw general conclusions.
The limitation of the paper lies in the particular prism which is applied to the
research data; this is its paramount concern with the external efficiency,
(matching enrolments to labour market needs), and the internal efficiency (cost
management and cost-effectiveness) of institutions of higher education, and a
heavy reliance on cross-national data. This explicit approach tells us a great deal
that is insightful, useful and relevant but, because of the chosen parameters, it
cannot be the whole story.
It would have been useful to have some comment on the utility of the Bank's
own research, how well-served lending policy has been by past research and
whether other types of information and input might have been useful. My own
view is that we need additional kinds of research to supplement that of the Bank
in telling us how universities really work. The content could draw on the
fashionable rubrics of governance, gender equity and sustainability but the
approach would be intensive and locale-specific rather than cross-national and
highly aggregated. For example, among things that we might really want to know
in Africa is what it means for a beleaguered Vice-Chancellor to have to negotiate
with the Head of State or an invading army commander, how faculty members
actually survive the decimation of their salaries and the undermining of their
trained identity, how women get through the system at all with dignity and
commitment intact, what students actually gain from their education and how they
really view it, and how the meaning of 'university' maintains itself in a Rwanda,
a Somalia or a Southern Sudan? In short, conclusions about university development drawn from cross-national analysis are strengthened to the extent that they
can be grounded in data defining the social, cultural and historical context.
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The point of these suggestions is not to criticise the Bank report for not doing
something that it never intended to do, but rather to add to its conclusions and
expand their context. The review of the Rockefeller Foundation experience in
university development, mentioned earlier, came up with conclusions that
attributed significant accomplishments and a broad value to universities and, in
confirming the need for continuous change, assigned great importance to context
and timing and a long-term view. If the emphasis differs from the Bank report,
it is because the other review employed criteria of assessment that were largely
endogenous and educational rather than exogenous and economic. The point is
that both sets of conclusions are relevant in a context where we need all The
Lessons of Experience that we can garner in providing information on which
universities in Africa as elsewhere can fashion their new selves.
Challenge and optimism
This set of comments ends with the theme on which it began, namely the
continuing need for African universities to define a role and purpose that is their
own. In the early years of national universities the mission was self-evident and
undisputed. It was to provide high-level manpower and conduct useful research.
More recently, the universities have become the object of different, and
sometimes inconsistent and competing, perceptions of what they are supposed to
be doing. Employers, the Ministry of Education, the government more generally,
parents, faculty members, and students themselves all have a different view of
what the university might be accomplishing. Sorting out these different
perceptions and accommodating them in institutional form is a prerequisite for a
meaningful university system.
The retrospective and prospective project of the Association of African
Universities and the Donors to African Education, on 'The University in Africa
in the 1990s and Beyond', may help to begin the needed process of redefinition.
The challenge is no less than to come up with a vision and a strategy that can
enable African universities in the long term to avert the threat of intellectual
dependence which their short-term deterioration has created. In this connection,
in addition to the manifest utility of many of its reform suggestions, the Bank
report has performed an inestimable service by stimulating a wider debate about
the meaning and future of higher education.
Note
1. The views expressed in this paper are the personal views of the author and cannot
be attributed to the organisation for which he works.
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