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Abstract 

According to recent studies cited by Doces and Woodberry (2006), there are great difficulties 

in linking international state-to-state aid and economic growth. Woodberry (2004) 

demonstrates the importance of international Christian missionary work as a source of 

economic growth and development. Since the Christian Mission in Africa International 

Conference held at Le Zonte, Belgium, September 14-20, 1926 (Davis, 1927), there has been 

special interest in studying the contribution of international Christian organizations especially 

in education, which Woodberry (2004), points out, leads to  human capital accumulation, 

directly contributing towards greater economic growth and development. Has Christian 

missionary activity had a positive impact on the socio-economic scenario in Sub-Saharan 

Africa in the last sixty years? This paper will examine the impacts of international Christian 

organizations in Sub-Saharan Africa through the analyses of past academic, institutional and 

governmental studies and data on the subject. I will focus on international Christian 

organizations which have worked primarily in educational projects. Regarded by many as 

another tool used by western nation-states to institute a hegemonic pro-western mindset 

(Hickling-Hudson, 2004), these organizations have long been active in the African continent.   
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Introduction 

 Building on Hickling-Hudson (2004), Doces, Woodberry, (2006), and Clark, Doces 

(2006) studies, the need to evaluate the contribution of hundreds of international Christian 

organizations in Africa, South of the Sahara remains an overwhelming mission, especially 

when one considers the period and scope of their activities. This unfinished historically 

structured analysis pursues the investigation of historical facts which in turn augment 

researchers understanding with the final aim of assembling more explicative and conclusive 

models. Isolating the impact of each contribution and identifying causality in a cloud of 

organizations and non uniform activities remains challenging and, “Despite decades of trying, 

cross-country growth empirics have yet to teach us much about whether and when aid works,” 

(Roodman, 2007, p. 275).  

 Post Second World War literature shifted its focus from missionary activity to secular 

non-governmental organizations, allocating a slot for faith-based organizations. Nonetheless, 

following the demise of Communism and the ever multi-polar world order, religious 

organizations are back to the forefront, as are religions and their multiple facets. In this 

context, this study attempts to detach itself from absolute conclusions, and focus on 

qualitative, interdisciplinary evidence of economically relevant contributions made by 

international Christian organizations which have functioned primarily in educational projects. 

A constant variable in most of Africa south of the Sahara: the presence of international non 

governmental organizations, and ever more prominent the presence of international Christian 

non-governmental organizations (missions). In this essay, mission activity dedicated to 

education is reviewed in a tentative qualitative analysis of their impact on the socio-economic 

situation of sub Saharan Africa (SSA). I suggest that direct aid through education, primarily 

through missionaries and later by international non-governmental organizations, have had an 

overall positive influence in the region and they are generally conducive to the development 
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of the region. Most missionaries in Africa from the end of the First World War to the last 

independence period in the early 1980s were committed to educational projects directly or 

indirectly. Therefore, analyzing the contribution of Christian organizations specifically in 

education is essential for validating and corroborating past studies and theories on aid 

effectiveness (though, there is literature that places in check the role played by education in 

promoting economic development such as Pritchett, 2001; Rogers, 2002; Bils and Klenow, 

2000).  

In the last sixty years, colonialism fell, nationalism rose, dictators came to power and 

eventually were disgraced. Hope never departed the sub continent and although at times 

famine and war seemed to eliminate the new generations’ apparent chances, it was once again 

resuscitated. How much was the making of Africans themselves and how much the legacy of 

all external factors? An extremely sensitive and controversial issue dominated by passions 

and ideologies rather than scientific rigor and research. One might say that colonialism did 

not fall, it departed. Apartheid tired, it did not collapse. Apparent success stories turned to 

disaster and what appeared to be hopeless re-emerged. 

It is undeniable that there has been socio-economic deterioration in most SSA 

countries; the infra-structure left by colonial powers in the mid nineteen seventies was mostly 

torn apart by the end of the 1980s. Poverty levels increased many times pushed by civil wars, 

droughts, famines and genocides. African economies continue to be plagued with high 

dependence on a few commodities and with external debts.  

Ayittey (2005) affirms that the dreams of the pre-independence period never came true 

despite political freedom and abundant natural resources. In fact, the level of human 

development today is considerably worse compared to that of 50 or 40 years ago. A call for 

the resurgence of traditional Africa was made, drawing a line between old crises and today's 

crisis as “Africa’s crisis is of modern socialist making and stems from the misrule, 
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mismanagement and corruption of the elite. The problem that we face today is the legacy of 

this betrayal, because the people you rob eventually rebel against you,” (Ibid. p. 3).  

Independence in Africa South of the Sahara meant the entrance of the world’s 

“poorest, weakest, and most artificial states” into the world of International Relations 

(Clapham, 1996). Few SSA countries were minimally ready for independence despite some 

timid attempts by the British and French; there were no experienced politicians or economic 

advisors. But the view that today's local leaderships are hampered in their efforts by the 

paternalistic behavior of NGOs and Western governments falls flat when data and 

contemporary history is critically analyzed. 

 

2. The Colonial Period   

 Colonization scarred Africa economically, directly and indirectly, especially through 

the shifting of the accumulation process of factors of production and creation of ethnic 

disparities and political instability (Bertocchi and Canova, 1996). Indeed, colonialism and the 

scramble for Africa (Pakenham, 1991) are historical events that seemed unavoidable. The 

plight of Africans was impelled by the economic transformation of the African society as it 

came into contact with Western Society. A society permeated by Christianity brought to SSA 

a new social and economic dimension in the twentieth century as Africans were forced to 

produce and mine commodities for export and were brought into the global labor market.  

 From that point on there was no turning back, and some kind of Western education 

was perhaps the best shot Africa had to attempt to adjust to a (most probably dependent and 

inferior) position in the world economy. Fowler (2006) recognizes the obvious that pre-

colonial Africa's social, political and economical configuration would never be revived. 

Pulling out was not at the time an option for the colonial powers, and later on when they did 
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pull out, the few that had Western formal education were the elite that led their countries not 

forward, but mostly backward. Blaming this deterioration on Colonialism and its agents has 

not been valid for quite some time (Landes, 1998).   

It is essential to review the motive behind missionary activities in Africa South of the 

Sahara. Christian missionary activity since the Primitive Christian Church in Jerusalem has 

been driven by Christianity's basic commandment: spreading the Gospel to the earth's four 

corners. But European powers in the late 18th century had more mundane objectives, one of 

them with strong religious foundations: counter the advancement of Islam in their territories 

and zones of influence in Africa. Islam's infiltration most probably is an explanatory variable 

on the effect of colonial education. At first, Koranic schools were an alternative to mission 

and colonial schools (Cogneau, 2003). But, in order to avoid unrest due to Christian presence, 

the British Empire begun placing restrictions on the establishment of Christian missionaries 

north of the tenth parallel (Sanderson, 1976). 

Conversions to Islam and Christianity were facilitated and in some areas encouraged 

for competing reasons: conversion to Islam as a resistance to Colonial rule and the hegemonic 

Christian culture while conversion to Christianity as a form to obtain formal Western 

education and mobility within the colonial bureaucracy (Haynes, 2001). Considering that until 

the First World War missions had not made much progress in their evangelization effort, the 

organizations believed that providing material assistance, medical attention, manual skills 

instruction as well as literacy, would help the general acceptance towards the Gospel of Jesus 

(Haynes, 2001). 

In the missionaries’ pioneers period (late 18th, early 19th century), the task of setting up 

an outpost was a difficult task as they had to decided whether to precede or follow traders 

(Porter, 2004). Despite some authors’ persistence in assuming close collaboration among 

traders, colonial administrators and missionaries, Porter (2004) states that when such 
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cooperation existed, it was restricted to a specific event, rarely if ever made official or 

encouraged, either by missions or others. The organizations very early attempted to separate 

the national objectives from the Christian evangelization commandment as early as 1880 

(Porter, 2004). Despite that, the effort of most historical works to leave Christian missions 

and their activities at the sidelines of colonialism studies, downplaying their role is noticeable 

(Ibid. pp. 314-315). Missionary agencies, missionaries, colonial officials and settlers were 

not, for the most part, conscious of their participation in the imperialistic European machines 

“as they seldom could detach the expression of their religious convictions from their 

sociological and national origins,” (Taylor, 1996, p. 5 – 4).   

According to Mazonde (1995), the beginning of Western formal education was the 

responsibility of XVIII century Christian missionaries. The emphasis on manual or academic 

training during the colonial era (c.1880 – 1960) depended mostly on the denomination of the 

missionaries. Anglicans and Catholics provided academically oriented formation concentrated 

on literacy and arithmetic, while evangelicals mostly favored manual skills. The British 

established a large number of primary schools in most of their colonies regardless of their 

status as settlement colonies or exploitation colonies, especially after the WWI through the 

grant-in-system of the British Education department (which supported almost exclusively 

Protestant missions). Although, European settlers’ presence leveraged more investment in 

education, aimed at settler education and eventually improving the African workforce skills 

(Cogneau, 2003).  

Missionaries and colonial administration, states Carnoy (1974), disputed considerably 

about African Education curricula. Governments and missions were influenced by the 

findings of the Phelps-Stokes Commission led by Thomas Jesse Jones (1921) which was 

inspired by missionaries and was privately financed. The report recommended the creation of 

new partnerships between missions and governments as well as the strengthening of existing 

ones. The report, explains Ragsdale (1986), was based on Jones (1926) philosophy of 
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education combined with health and hygiene, the use of the environment through agriculture 

and handcrafts, the concept of home life within the cultural context, and the need for 

recreation. An apparently sound strategy was co-opted by colonial policy makers and 

administrators as a tool to advocate educational segregation because it allowed for a 

differentiated syllabus in African schools. The commission's advice had strong effects on 

colonial policy in the issuing decades, especially regarding the partnership between missions 

and governments (Nettelbeck, 1974). In the end, Carnoy (1974) concludes, missionaries 

contributed towards the aims of the colonial governments, because their curricula were full of 

capitalistic ideology, promoting individualism, competitiveness, and assertiveness. Later in 

the 20th century, such values proved to be essentials in the survival struggle kit in a 

continuously interdependent world. Nonetheless, Porter (2003) recognizes that a number of 

missionaries in the mission field progressively refused the “civilizing mission”, that is, the 

Westernization of African life and denounced the spread of plantations and sub human 

working conditions. 

Spring (1998) attributes to the English the first introduction of a model of education 

that purposely ignored local practices and languages. Teaching English language and culture 

as well as conversion to Christianity denied SSA inhabitants their cultural heritage. Even 

considering differences between types of colonies, as stated before, the British established a 

relatively large number of primary and secondary schools after the First World War through 

the Education department’s grant in aid systems which subsidized Christian missions 

(Cogneau, 2003). Due to subsidies, the presence of missionaries was more evident in British 

colonies compared to all others in SSA. Furthermore British colonial rule supported a policy 

of “civilizing the natives”, in that way maintaining segregation. Rodney (1981) condemns 

colonialism in traditional communist rhetoric as a kind of taming of Africans only to become 

part of the imperialistic exploitative and dominating system, aimed at creating mental disorder 

and the encouragement of underdevelopment placing all the responsibility on external factors.  
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 Nonetheless, modern missions certainly did not envision the capitalistic-communist 

debacle at the commencement of their activities. Missionaries assumed that literacy was an 

essential part of evangelization (Klem, 1995), and therefore, in the act of evangelizing, 

teaching reading and writing skills were inseparable.  Still, missionaries were not concerned 

with the material development of a rational choice homus economicus. Their concern was, 

above all, with their local communities’ ability to read and interpret the Bible and 

proselytism: that was their principal reason for being there. Leveling the education provided 

to the settlers' children to African education was not a goal and was not part of the objectives 

of most missionaries and colonial governments up to 1960 at that time.  

 According to Nettelbeck (1974), colonial education existed to serve colonial machines 

with a small structure to execute a plainly acknowledged need, while the missions used state 

subsidies to evangelize, though subservient to the government’s agenda. Still, some 

missionaries first thought that a leveling approach could be possible, especially in places like 

South Africa: 

“(...) missionary education centre in South Africa (...) regarded education as the means by which 

Africans could be elevated to exactly the same level as Europeans. The educational ethos, in line  with 

the dominant political assumption regarding the relationship between the races at the time, was 

therefore assimilationist (incorporationist) in character: a fairly small elite group of Africans would be 

educated in the same subjects and to the same standards as white pupils, with the aim of assimilating 

them into white colonial society. Such an approach had no room for vernacular education for the 

masses, or a strong emphasis on ethnic nationalism. On the contrary, what was envisaged was the 

production, through a "proper" education, of a small minority of Africans with the "standards" and 

lifestyle of "civilized English-speaking gentlemen" (the male form is used deliberately). This approach 

blended well with the contemporary political economy, which was mercantilist in nature, and which 

aimed at settling the large majority of (uneducated) Africans permanently in separate reserves,” 

(Saayman, 1996, p. 2) 
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But such an approach did not last for long, at least not at that specific school system in 

South Africa as missionary education soon shifted its focus to include such assumptions as: 

“1) Christianization through education was not meant to bring about equality of the races; 2) 

Educated Africans were likely to develop airs of superiority vis-à-vis their "uneducated" 

kinfolk, tending to become "idlers;" and 3) Such attitudes were untenable in the light of the 

reigning Protestant-capitalist work ethic,”    (Saayman, 1996, p. 3) 

According to Fung (1996), this kind of education meant that Africans would be 

inclined to the humanities due to the fact that Christian theology is based on history and 

literature instead of science and technology. Furthermore, Christian education supposedly 

would encourage the dismissal of local languages and culture, as they were implicitly 

perceived to be related to parochialism and separation. Besides, these pejorative attributes, 

they were regarded as being saturated with superstition and inherently underdeveloped, “(…) 

in other words, the educated African adopted the European conception of traditional African 

culture,” (Ibid. p. 2).  

 

3. Impacts   

 As previously stated most missionary presence was associated to direct and indirect 

educational projects. Therefore, regardless of the idiosyncrasies of each educational system, 

relying on Woodberry’s analysis (2004) and on Doces and Woodberry (2006), Christian 

missions, especially protestant, had strong influence on a hypothetical causal chain leading to 

development and improvement of the socio-economic scenario.  Jones (1921) attests to those 

results in that conditions found in areas where missionaries had opened schools and 

maintained a constant presence, living conditions were perceived to be better from a Western 

point of view.  
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The first major impact of Christian missionary activity in SSA is the introduction of 

formal education and literacy (Okpala, 2006). According to Jack Goody (1968) and Francis 

Hsu (1972) (in Klem, 1995) once literacy is introduced into a traditional society, changes 

occur in thinking patterns and defiance levels towards traditional power structures; it upsets 

value systems permanently modifying the socio-economic status of whole societies. 

Consequently, in the years following the Second World War, a great number of those in 

leadership positions in the independence movements had been brought up or had formal 

education, in mission schools (Klem, 1986; Dreyer, 1990; Silva, 2001). This fact is not 

surprising as the opportunity to study, mainly in rural areas, was offered by mission schools. 

Due to the missions' focus on education, mission graduates were the offspring of the middle 

class in SSA. Among these germinating middle classes were the leaders of the liberation 

movements that spread through the region during the outset of the Cold War (Scanlon, 1963). 

Colonial powers and missions were unable to foresee such consequences to a mutually 

traumatizing experience.  

New elites, supposedly detached from previous ones, were unintentionally created 

(Klem, 1995). Nonetheless, in Mazonde’s (1995) findings, the new elite were very much 

attached to the old, mostly in French colonies where the pupils were carefully chosen from the 

traditional leadership, sons of chiefs, notables, civil servants in the colonial administration 

and so on. From that assertion, one may infer that there was continuation in the composition 

of elites through the pre-colonial, colonial and post-colonial periods, as although there was 

loss of autonomy, political and military power (by local leaderships), in most colonies old 

elites managed to survive and even thrive under colonial rule (Clapham, 2000).    

Missionaries and colonial officials were not aware that the most fundamental axis in 

contemporary education is literacy - and literacy is freedom (Sen, 2003). The problem was 

that the literacy offered had countless strings attached and was loaded with prejudices. The 

.prevailing mindset in colonial policy was a near Aristotelian belief that through literacy other 
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(mostly Western) values would arise. Those values were coupled to other aspects of what 

were considered to be a dignified way of living (and indeed, still are in most cultures) such as 

personal hygiene, work ethic and specific mental models (Westby, 2005; Archer, 2003). 

According to Archer (2003), government and mission (as stated beforehand) educational 

syllabi tied-up the ability of reading and writing to “standardized development messages (e.g. 

on hygiene and health)” (Ibid. p. 31), and in so doing connected non-Western living 

conditions to “a range of deficiencies in the understanding and moral attitudes of the poor – 

their fatalism, laziness, lack of awareness, high fertility, inability to plan or manage their 

incomes, for example,” (Ibid. p. 34).  

The second major socio-economic impact is the carving of African society along 

religious lines. Creating a new divide apart from the ones idiosyncratic to the region further 

fragmented the African map. The transference of the enmity between Christians and Muslims 

to Africa, introduced the region to the global battleground (Isichei, 1995; Hastings, 2000).  

 

Table 1. Christian and Muslim presence in Africa. Source: David Barrett. 2001. World Christian 
Encyclopedia: A comparative survey of Churches and Religions in the modern world. Oxford University Press. 

 

Christianity itself is a disaggregating faith, and in its own inner reasoning there is 

space for rearranging society and colonizers have been known to try to rearrange whole 

cultures (Treverton, et al. 2005). Nevertheless, Sambanis, et al. (2000) argue that most 

conflicts in Africa are not based on ethnic and religious differences but, “(...) the relatively 

higher incidence of war in Africa is not due to the ethno-linguistic fragmentation of its 

countries, but rather to high levels of poverty, failed political institutions and economic 

dependence on natural resources” (Ibid. p. 244). In their statistical approach, Sambanis, et al. 

(2000) point out that there is indeed a prevalence of civil war in Africa, which are on average 
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shorter and bloodier than their counterparts elsewhere in the world trailing only behind Asia 

when indirect casualties are not accounted for.  

The third major socio-economic impact is the codification and translation of the Bible 

to local languages, originally meant to enable Africans to read and understand the Bible in 

their own languages (Robinson, 2001; Ward, 2000). Although an almost countless number of 

researchers (for example, Sifuna, 2001; Beidelman, 1982; Rodney, 1981; Carnoy, 1974; 

Manji & O’Coill, 2002) have held Christianity accountable for decharacterizing African 

society, there is compelling evidence in literature indicating the contrary. Protestant 

missionaries undertook the task of translating the Bible into every living language and to 

teach converts to read and understand the translated scriptures. Despite all sorts of 

discrepancy and cultural and ideological insertions, the very codification permitted the 

solidification of cultural ideals, symbols, the language itself, and preservation of oral tradition 

which in turn allowed the embryo of a national, ethnic, local identity later channeled to 

political independence (Sanneh, 1989).  

Mission education encouraged a small number of privileged Africans to not to turn 

away from their cradle. In fact, mission educated nationalists were encouraged to promote 

African cultures, value it and work towards its perpetuation through the compilation of 

traditional values, ancestor worship, traditional medicine and other affirmative actions. Being 

a scarce resource, families which could afford to send their offspring to a mission school 

gained social status and increased their odds towards a better life. (Isichei, 1995; Hastings, 

2000; Bauer, 1994). A clear example of the essential role that Christianity played in the 

preservation of African languages and cultures is that no government has come close to 

making the effort of translating and making people literate in their mother tongues as the 

missions undertook - and still undertake today.   
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Colonial powers instituted their language in their areas of influence. Each determined 

the depth of language encroachment and the degree in which African languages were allowed 

to co-exist in the educational system. Although no empirical studies are available to verify it, 

according to Obanya (1998), it is assumed that French assimilationist colonial policy allowed 

Africans more fluent literacy in French than the British managed to obtain despite a more 

evenly widespread educational structure (though they were the first to encourage the notion of 

“English as a second language”.  

Referring to India, Porter (2004) illustrates a specific case in which an administrator 

believed in supporting missionary presence, not because of any specific contribution towards 

economic advancement, but mostly because of “their cultivation of the sense of community 

and common values between rulers and ruled: nothing could be more secure to Britain's 

government(...),” (Ibid., p. 100).  And that was not a mere opinion; rather it was based “both 

on historical fact and present experience,” (Porter, 2004, p. 100). 

Grier's (1997) empirical study found that British colonies fared consistently better than 

French, Spanish and Portuguese colonies due primarily to religious reasons. That is, mostly 

Protestant missionaries’ presence, though the researcher admits that “controlling for 

Protestantism does not help to close the development gap between the former French and 

Spanish colonies and the British ones,” (Grier, 1997, p. 49).  

 The impact of colonization seemed to build up after political independence. Bertocchi 

et al. (1996) agree that most comparative historical studies assert that colonial policies, 

including educational policies, varied according to colonial power.  

Belgium and Portugal gave the missionaries more freedom to the missionaries as they 

had less resources and interest in native education (Cogneau, 2003). Even so, Portuguese and 

Belgian missionaries are seen as the most damaging due to their particularly invasive rule. In 

fact, that seems to have been the case in the initial periods but does not seem to demonstrate 
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the reality of the late colonial days. For example, the Portuguese in Angola did invest in 

infrastructure mostly due to the strong settler presence, estimated at 300,000 in April of 1975 

(Miller, 1975). Although some authors (Isichei, 1995; Hastings, 2000; Bauer, 1994) argue that 

except for Great Britain, other colonial states disapproved of missionary activities generally 

speaking. Roman Catholic mission schools worked hand-in-hand with colonial administration 

in the Portuguese colonies, especially during the “Estado Novo,” in which period they were 

considered extremely valuable to the Portuguese colonial effort in Africa (Mazula, 1995). 

Primary schools were thinly distributed throughout the Portuguese dependencies and 

were divided into schools for European and assimilated children and another for “primitive 

children”. From 1941, the Portuguese Administration officially delegated “native” education 

to the Roman Catholic Church missions which were directed almost exclusively to rural areas. 

Results were dismal. Portuguese territories had some of the lowest literacy rates in SSA in 

1960 (Mazula, 1995).  Pressured by the independence movements and poor performance of 

the mission schools, the Portuguese government brought into its control all educational 

systems once more in 1964. However, according to Mazula (1995), almost ninety percent of 

the population remained illiterate until 1975.  

According to Vanthemsche (2006), colonialism in Belgium, still today, is presented in 

some school books in the following manner: 

“When the Belgians arrived in the Congo, they found a population that was victim of bloody rivalries 

and slave trade. Belgian civil servants, missionaries, doctors, colonists and engineers civilized the black 

population step by step. They created modern cities, roads and railroads, harbors and airports, factories and 

mines, schools and hospitals. This work greatly improved the living conditions of the indigenous people,” 

(Vanthemsche, 2006, p. 89). 
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Belgium’s involvement in colonialism was the responsibility of King Leopold II 

(1835-1909), who obstinately pursued a colony, and in that way allowed colonial dividends to 

his country’s businesses and a huge area of influence to the Belgium Catholic Church. 

“Repression, murder, forced labor, racism and exploitation was intrinsic dimensions of the Belgian rule 

in the Congo, as they were in all colonial enterprises. This is not to deny the fact that the Belgians effectively did 

build roads, schools and hospitals and even raised the living standards of some of their colonial subjects,” 

(Ibid. p. 90).  

 From 1885 to 1908, the area today known as the Democratic Republic of Congo was 

private property of the King of Belgium. Those years were characterized by “(...) arbitrary 

executions, repression and even mass killings,” (Ibid. p. 90), until mostly British public 

pressure forced the Belgium state to take over the Free Congo as a formal colony. During the 

first years of Leopold's rule, British Baptist missionaries (Isichei, 1995) were allowed in the 

territory and these same missionaries denounced the atrocities of the king (Vanthemsche, 

2006). In fact, most colonizers relied on their own religious missions when it came to 

schooling. Associations between missions and colonial powers were primarily based on 

cultural and linguistic affinities. “In general, France favored French Catholics, Belgium, 

Belgian Catholics, Portugal, Portuguese Catholics, and so on,” (Isichei, op. cit., p. 187). That 

is not to say that most major historical denominations were unable to institute outposts 

throughout the sub-continent. Methodists, Presbyterians, Baptists, Congregationalists, and 

Catholics missions and mission schools were to be found from Northern Nigeria to the 

Southern most tip of Africa in Cape Town (Hastings, 2000).  

Bertocchi et al. (1996) found that different colonial policies were relevant to the post 

colonial period socio-economic situation. In short, there is evidence that English or French 

domination made a difference on growth and development. 
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British indirect rule was regarded as less detrimental as it appeared to encourage 

towards the formation of “native” elites which were expected to be prepared for the handing 

over of power whenever the situation should arise. This structure allowed the British to 

effectively control all sectors of society without deploying a large number of colonial 

officials. Burdened with the costs of both World Wars, the policy of indirect rule was an 

honorable way out. The wisdom of British investments abroad have long been material of 

endless debate, and a number of authors argue that the money would have been better spent 

domestically with far greater returns and without the colonial drama (Huttenback et al.. 1988). 

Indirect rule relied on hand picked traditional economic and political leadership, which 

was controlled in order to work in harmony with the colonial administration. Adjaye et al. 

(2006) explain that new leaders were created when necessary and the amount and reach of 

power held by colonial chiefs surpassed that of pre-colonial periods.  

 These added powers in many ways became the source of arbitrariness and corruption, which the British 

later used as excuses to dethrone, depose or punish some chiefs. They (chiefs) retained legal powers and    

authority over land allocation and local taxation, thereby maintaining some degree of autonomy, especially in 

issues that were considered as falling under the domain of “customary law,” as interpreted by “Native Courts.” 

Thus, though the boundaries of these administrative spheres were not sharply demarcated, there was some 

degree of separation between the central government and local administration, hence the notion of a dual   

system. One may think that the British were really “concerned with” preserving the moral and spiritual 

significance of the chiefly office of the “natives,” when in reality, the aim was to undermine traditional 

structures. Using the legitimate rulers of the Hausa-Fulani, for example, the policy of indirect rule was 

institutionalized by the creation of the “native authorities” system, which maintained a strict hierarchy of chiefs 

classified by grades and class,”(Adjaye; Misawa. 2006, p. 1). 

France's policies of “mission civilisatrice” and “rayonnement” were based on what 

Manning (1998) calls “the three traditions of French life”: 
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a. The liberal and universal tradition of Revolutionary France which supported 

the assimilationist and civilizing vision; 

b. The military tradition which as the driving force behind all advances of the 

French colonial effort. 

c. Devotion to the Second French Empire whose mission was to spread 

administrative efficiency through the liberal but autocratic vision of the French 

Revolution. (Ibid. p. 12 – 14).  

The French were determined to make West Africa part of France, and the results are 

the 16 countries that comprise French SSA. This colonial power envisioned a joint military 

and economic growth (Manning, 1998).  Apart from West Africa, mission schools were the 

backbone of education in French SSA as well. French Government schools were generally 

better structured and served as the formative apparatus for the colonial government. The 

emancipating effects of the French language were inculcated into African children at all levels 

of education available at particular districts. However, secondary education was available 

only in French West Africa, in Dakar until the late 1950s and then only to the fortunate few, 

apart from some religious seminars (Ibid. 1998, p. 99; 167).     

After an initial difficult turn of the century, during which Catholic Church and French 

government relations were strained, Catholic missionaries occupied a large space in France’s 

colonial effort in SSA. And, although there was strong anti-clerical sentiment in the colonial 

administration, the anti Muslim fear was far stronger. Interestingly, in Francophone Africa the 

colonialists themselves opened Islamic schools (Manning, 1998). 

In 1949, Times magazine published an article entitled “Troubled Africa,” about Dr. 

Liston Pope’s (Dean [1949-1962] of Yale Divinity School) report to the Phelps-Stokes Fund 

and the Julius Rosenwald Fund. For Pope (1949), one of the most difficult situations faced at 
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the time was the situation of mission schools, as Protestant and Catholic schools which were 

subsidized by the government providing, in the case of then Southern Rhodesia (Zimbabwe), 

education to two thirds of the school going aged children were under mounting pressure to 

turn schools in to the government in order to achieve universal education. Concomitantly, the 

colonial governments were not eager to assume the responsibility because they avoided extra 

expenses on education by leaving that responsibility to missions, as official universal primary 

education would have cost three times more if it were the sole responsibility of the 

government. Besides, missions were concerned with its effects on the gospel’s expansion; 

most converts at the time originated from the schools. According to Pope (1949), African 

leaders did not expect help from missions towards citizen equality in the colonies, as there 

was widespread bitterness towards colonial economic and political control. Unfortunately, 

most missions sided with the colonial establishment, “a small minority in every country who 

has arrogated to themselves all the most important political prerogatives, economic resources 

and cultural opportunities,” (Times Magazine, 1949). 

First in 1952, the Cambridge Conference on African Education followed in 1961 by 

the Addis Ababa Conference on the development of Education. Finally, by 1962, at the All 

Africa Churches Conference (in what is now called Harare, Zimbabwe), Scanlon (1963) noted 

essential changes in mission education, calling it a new era in African education. Terms such 

as “missionary” and “mission” school were being replaced by teacher and “church-related 

schools”. African control over the “church related” educational system was growing, 

according to Scanlon (1963), and that system formed the backbone of the African educational 

system.  
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4. Independence in the Cold War 

Grier (2004) theorizes that the longer a territory remains a colony, the better its 

economic performance after independence. Accordingly, the level of education around 

independence explains much of the development differences between the former British and 

French colonies in Africa. Although a considerable number of researchers claim that colonial 

powers led Africa to its present failed state (Sifuna, 2001; Rodney, 1981), others advocate the 

that Africans are themselves to blame (Ayittey, 2005; Etounga-Manguelle, 2000; Onyeani, 

2000).  Apart from the Portuguese, as soon as the first liberation movements started 

challenging colonialism, colonial powers were almost happy to let SSA go. “The Dumping of 

Africa went almost as quickly as the Scramble for Africa of the 1880s.” 

In 1957 the Gold Coast (then turned Ghana) was the first British SSA colony to 

become independent under Kwame Nkrumah. After leaving Guinea under harassment in 1958 

(France was substituted by the Soviet Union), the French practically abandoned all African 

colonies except Morocco and Algeria. Dahomey, Gabon,  the Ivory Coast, Mali, Mauritania, 

Niger, Senegal, Togo, Ubangi-Shari (Central African Republic) and the areas of the cities of 

Brazzaville and Pointe Noire (later Republic of Congo) were left to their own fate. In the 

early 1960’s, the British let go most of their remaining colonies and territories under the 

League of Nations mandate, Nigeria, Tanganyika and Uganda. Kenya and Rhodesia remained 

cases apart due to a relatively large settler population. Meanwhile, Belgium gave 

independence to Rwanda, Burundi and Zaire (now DRC).  

 Difficulties were amalgamated with Africa’s incorporation into the Cold War. It is 

hardly disputed that most countries' leaders erred by siding with the Soviet Union. But blame 

can also be placed on the Eisenhower and subsequent American administrations which 

offered little aid to neophyte African leaders who were needy and desperately seeking friends.  

The first classes of mission-educated civil leaders soon were overthrown by military officers. 



 
20 

 According to Ayittey (2005), most of those mission-educated leaders rejected 

democracy and pluralism as “Western Inventions” and “Imperialist dogma” and discarded 

capitalism. Socialism in Africa was disastrous as land was sized, foreign companies 

nationalized and in this environment corruption thrived.  

Francophone and Anglophone Africa had diverse independence transition experiences 

but little of this difference held the test of time. Some French colonies (Benin, Congo, Mali 

Niger, Togo and Zaire, now Democratic Republic of Congo) were offered “national 

conferences” designed to provide legitimacy to the new governments while British colonies  

had constitutionally imposed multi party reforms (examples: Zambia, Kenya, Ghana, and 

Malawi). 

What other way could have been envisioned for SSA countries to insert themselves 

into the world economy had they broken away completely from the colonial setting at 

independence? Sifuna (2001) reinforces the paradigm that colonial education was established 

to promote the colonial powers' interests through the provision of third class education. 

Western education was more a part of the Christian mission proselytism strategy than a 

planned colonial strategy. Much confusion exists in the literature on colonialism and post 

colonialism about what would be an independent Africa. Many appear to ignore that not only 

Africa, but most of today's world is impregnated with Western values (Mazrui, 2004). This 

cannot be attributed to colonialism, but to capitalism itself. Although there are local solutions 

to local problems, they are themselves limited to global circumstances.  

 Following the independence period, missions turned into Faith Based NGOs focused 

primarily on relief and missionary activities rather than education. Christian missionaries 

were at first seen as disposable, relics of an old regime and at best, collaborators whose 

intents were paternalistic and whose actions contributed to Africa's arrested development. A 

number of countries expelled missions and missionaries concomitantly as colonial officers 
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and civil servants ran for their lives while in some places an orderly transition occurred. 

Missions became the international non-governmental organizations dedicated to humanitarian 

relief, aid, and in some instances, education. Firoze Manji and Carl O’Coill (2003) concluded 

that these NGOs undermine the efforts of Africans towards economic and political 

development due to their “paternalistic” approach. On the other hand, Clark, Doces and 

Woodberry (2006) affirm quite the contrary: missionary activity is conducive to economic 

development. Historical data provides us with the best outlook on whom, when and how this 

aid was executed. According to Hastings (2000, p. 226), during all colonial period there were 

individual missionaries who openly opposed and criticized colonial policies, particularly in 

places where African interests where dependent on those of a settler population which 

demanded differentiated economic and political treatment.  

Newly independent African governments faced enormous difficulties such as the 

danger of national fragmentation through ethnic divide and a need for a national identity. 

Literacy in the colonizers' language was, in a paradoxical sense, the only binding factor for an 

artificially constructed and imposed nation state. “Imperial languages” (Mazrui, 2004) were 

maintained and in order to stave off separatist aspirations. Governments emphasized literacy, 

and especially in the context of the Cold War, those that had chosen or forced into taking 

sides saw formal instruction as a nation building imperative (Archer, 2005).  

 Modernization theory, either in a communist or capitalist setting, was maintained in 

the African development program, leading governments further away from making any 

amendments with the past, as a number of errors in the theoretical assumptions made targets 

unattainable. Each state had conflicting interests between regions, ethnic groups and religions. 

Countless global and local difficulties, drought and famine, ever lower commodity prices, 

such as agricultural and minerals, climbing oil prices and pressures from Cold War 

adversaries, faced the new countries between the 1950s and 1970s. Regardless of the posterior 

situation, countries that had more missionaries and mission schools at the outset of 
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independence were better off compared to those that restricted missionary activity 

(Woodberry, 2004). 

In a certain manner, Christian education was not very beneficial to those that actually 

rose to leadership positions. African leaders according to Onyeani (2000), were not victims 

but accomplices in pillaging and plundering Africa as, "We [Africans] have as little today 

than when most of the African countries received independence from their colonial masters" 

(Ibid. p. 1). 

Missionary education cannot be blamed for (reputed) colonialism's legacies, least of 

all, for the continued disparities and the widening of the development gap. Ferguson (2003) 

explains that, part of the literature assumes,  

“(...) that geography, climate and disease provide a sufficient explanation for the widening of global 

inequalities, then the policies and institutions exported by British imperialism were of  marginal importance; the 

agricultural, commercial and industrial technologies developed in Europe from 1700 onwards were bound to 

work better in temperate regions with good access to sea routes. However, if the key to economic success lies in 

the adoption of legal, financial and political institutions favourable to technical innovation and capital 

accumulation – regardless of location, mean temperature and longevity – then it matters a great deal that by the 

end of the nineteenth century a quarter of the world was under British rule.”  

However, Ferguson (2003) recognizes that “In all likelihood, the dichotomy between 

geography and institutions is a false one.” (op. cit, p. 27). To Fowler (2006), Christians in 

general, and missions in particular, missed the one in a millennium opportunity to have a 

revolutionizing influence on SSA societies when they neglected the intrinsic values of African 

cultures. Those were “sins of omission more than commission.” (Ferguson. 2003, p. 24). A 

common mistake of most critics of missions and Christian NGOs in general is to detach 

attitudes and speech out of their historical context. Indeed, the missions were embedded in the 

colonial framework and were participants of the establishment. Nonetheless, labeling their 

activities as a simple tool of colonialism is a simplification and reduction of the educational 
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interests of individual missionaries, mission agencies, colonial governments, local chiefs, 

kings, and settlers. Avoiding the anthropological dilemma, one cannot assume that SSA would 

be better off had colonial governments and missions not provided formal education to a few 

(surely tainted with ideology, like all human expressions).  

Ivorgba (2006) enumerates several contributions made by missionaries and mission 

school education in Nigeria which are clearly related to the general impact of mission work in 

SSA, among them:  

i. Linguistic homogeneity through the coding of major languages, thus leading to the 

unification of the third largest tribe of West Africa; 

ii. Social facilitation and moral development; 

iii. Pacification of belligerent groups through the introduction of common law; 

Nonetheless, just before the outset of the independence period around 1959-1960, 

education systems in SSA were at best embryonic in general, limited in scope and reach. 

When missions and missionaries were asked to leave, in places like the Belgian Congo, 

zero secondary school teachers were left. 

5. Measuring the contribution of missionary activity  

 Sub Saharan Africa's present demographic statistics contribute to a picture of 

downward spiraling decline: extremely high rates of population growth, political instability 

and the rekindling of internal and external conflicts. Socio-economic conditions impact 

directly on general education and SSA indicators picture that. 
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Table 2. Education Source: World Development Indicators. 2006. b. Data are for children ages 10–14. 

  

 How is one to measure the impact of mission education on SSA? How can one 

measure the three major impacts pointed out in this paper? Empirically testing for colonial 

legacy on economic performance is another matter. Colonial dummies have performed poorly 

when included in income equations (Stasavage, 2005). Identifying the contribution of 

missionary activity, or analyzing any mostly endogenous variable in colonial legacy is 

virtually impossible utilizing cross-section data (Fielding, 2000). Still, some researchers have 

tried to isolate interactions. According to Roodman (2004), aid is not as readily measurable 

because of its secondary role in the development process and its heterogeneity as pointed out 

by Doces and Woodberry (2006). Cogneau (2003), Woodberry (2004), Headey, Rao, and 

Duhs (2004), Okpala (2006), Doces and Woodberry (2006) and Roodman (2007) deal direct 

and indirectly with the issue. Woodberry (2004) carried out a ground breaking analysis by 

linking Protestant Missionary activity related to education in the beginning of the twentieth 

century to economic development. Doces and Woodberry (2006) analyze protestant 

missionary activity and foreign aid flows as substitutes, or compliments, albeit in an indirect 

manner. Cogneau (2003) and Okpala (2006) measure differences in educational policies 
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between British and French colonization and adult literacy and parents’ religious affiliation 

respectively.  

 Roodman (2007) summarizes Easterly, Levine and Roodman (2004), and also 

Burnside and Dollar (2000) studies. Due to methodological and theoretical incompatibilities, 

it is quite daunting to compare these studies. Much of the difficulty lies in the authors’ 

concerns with methodological peculiarities and little concern to indirectly measurable 

variables which surely undermine the building of models and consequently their outcome.    

 Cogneau (2003) first tries identifying the consequences of colonization on SSA and 

although the study concentrates on the differences between French and English colonization, 

it provides insight into missions and education in Africa.  

  Recent economic research on development gaps focuses on separating out the effects of (i) 

  intangible geographic factors (distance to the equator, climate, access to the sea and soil 

  quality), (ii) historically determined institutions (language, religion, legal and judicial systems, 

  and political regimes), and (iii) economic policies (trade, monetary and fiscal policies).  

  (Cogneau, 2003, p. 6).  

These factors are linked. There is agreement that development gaps are mostly 

consequences of the institutional arrangements ordered to allocate economic resources rather 

than resulting from the differences in capital accumulation, “regardless of the emphasis 

placed on any of these three factors” (Cogneau, 2003. p. 6). Most empirical studies try to 

explain, according to Cogneau (2003), the following equation: 

    ( ) uDXY iiii
f += ;  , 

in which for each country i, Y stands for an outcome variable (such as the per capita GDP or 

the average level of education), X is a control variable vector, D a treatment variable (in 

Cogneau's (2003) case, the colonial power’s identity) effect that is evaluated, u an unobserved 

variable containing the effect of all other factors determining Y but also possibly X or D. 
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Control variables are the colonial power’s identity, the penetration of Islam and the extent of 

ethnic fragmentation, the proportion of Europeans living in the countries in 1900. The 

absence of independence between (X; D) and u introduces a bias into the naive estimators of 

( )XDYE ;| .  

 Naturally, the hindrance of the endogeneity of the explanatory variable remains 

difficult to overcome. Cogneau (2003) assumes the scramble for Africa a natural experiment 

as there was little in-depth knowledge of the territory and also considers the participation of 

the identity of the colonizer, as the non-random nature of the combination among colonial 

powers and colonized regions. 

At this point, after a number of assumptions which are not relevant to the present 

study, Cogneau (2003, p. 10) focuses on pre-colonial conditions, colonial partition and 

education. His sample includes 45 SSA countries: 15 former British colonies, 18 former 

French colonies, 10 other former colonies (Belgian, Spanish, Italian and Portuguese), Liberia 

and Ethiopia.  

 (Cougneau, 2003) concludes that elements that might have influenced the specific 

African region's susceptibility to accepting Christianity and Western education may have 

influenced the outcome of secular and missionary education. The elements are yet to be 

determined. Well organized,  solid pre-colonial societies, available natural resources, 

economies, length and type of colonial rule may be among them (Cougneau, 2003). Another 

interesting finding is that in countries where Christianity predominates, the literacy rates were 

significantly higher compared to those where most of the population was Islamic. On the 

other hand, parents’ religious affiliation was found to be statistically insignificant in 

explaining youth literacy. Due to this, it is quite clear that today's Muslim sub Saharan 

population figures are inversely correlated with the number and influence of Christian 

missions. This generates one more endogeneity limitation in models.   
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 Despite difficulties in building a time series for colonial education prior to 1960 and 

aware of data limitations, the study concludes that former British colonies had, on average, 

remained in school one and a half years longer when compared to former French colonies and 

other colonized territories (Cougneau, 2003). Against this result, it might be considered that 

the presence of more settlement colonies in the samples utilized in the econometric study 

damage its robustness. On the French side, the fact that a number of former French colonies 

had large Muslim populations may account for the lower number of years in Western colonial 

and missionary schools.  

 Corroborating Cougneau's (2003) results, White (1996) identifies a French model and 

a British model of colonial education in SSA. They were dependent  mostly on the activities 

of missionaries and also on the idiosyncrasies in politics and economic activity, and on moral 

position towards colonialism itself. Secondary and even tertiary education in the colonies 

were implemented; Cougneau (2003) was unable to find evidence of elitism by the French or 

resistance to secondary education on the British side with special attention paid to Ghana, the 

highest number of high schools graduates in Africa in the 1960s. Britain apparently relied on 

missionaries and traders more than France, which emphasized military participation 

(Wesseling, 1991, cit. In Cougneau, 2003). Through subsidized missionary schools, the 

British were able to provide education to a larger portion of the population.  

The French were much more paternalistic and relied heavily on the state structure. The 

clearer divide between state and missions led to a more contrite contribution by the Roman 

Catholic missions (Coquery-Vidrovitch and Moniot, 1974, cit In Cougneau, 2003). Those 

territories under Belgium and Portuguese rule were the most influenced by Christianity as 

primary education was placed almost completely in clerical hands (Manning, 1998, in 

Cougneau, 2003).  
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 The pervasive missionary presence in British colonies might account for a large part of 

the clear advantage over other metropolitan powers. Still other factors, such as level of unit 

costs (Mingat; Suchaut, 2000, in Cougneau, 2003), might have an effect on the lower number 

of primary school teachers and tighter financial constraints. The conclusion is that the British 

colonial policy of partnering with missionaries proved more fruitful than all the other colonial 

systems, despite continued paternalism and lack of real political empowerment. Nonetheless, 

“the educational advantage in the former British colonies was not reflected in these 

countries’ economic performances or in the populations’ average standard of living. In both 

1960 and 1990, the inhabitants of the former British colonies were no richer and had no 

longer life expectancy than their counterparts in the former French colonies,” (Cogneau, op. 

cit., p. 29).  

 Utilizing the cross-sectional regression technique, ANOVA and ordinary least squares 

regression (OLS) methods on data from 38 sub Saharan countries present in the United 

Nations Development Program's Human Development Report 2004, Okpala (2006) examines 

the connection of public expenditure on two sets:  

(a) Education and youth literacy; 

(b) Parental education and youth literacy;  

Okpala (2006) models the impact of religious affiliation of parents on youth literacy in SSA, 

and also tries to put forward the hypothesis that the presence of missionary schools delayed 

the implementation of “modern schools,” i.e., secular governmental schools.  

 Most present day education in Africa is provided by national governments facing 

countless difficulties. Conflicts and natural phenomena compete and work together in 

undermining any progress.  As of 2001, local governments supported more than half of all 

expenses, with parents contributing between 17.5 percent and 27.20 percent, loans and grants 
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accounted for the remaining. The author enumerates four barriers preventing higher youth 

literacy in SSA: 

i. Multiplicity of languages makes the delivery of educational services at the primary 

level very difficult. In most countries in West Africa, for example, children must begin 

school in English or French, languages that are not indigenous to the populations 

and, thus, serve as constraints to learning.  

ii. Second, some religious groups (e.g., Muslims) prefer a religious education for their 

children and are not very enthusiastic about sending their children to the public 

schools. While the latter would train the children in important skills needed for gainful 

employment, they would fail to provide the necessary indoctrination in the critical 

religious values preferred by their parents. 

iii. Third, in many traditional families, when the decision is made to send children to 

school, boys are favored over girls, with the letter's education considered a waste of 

scarce resources. Fourth, most educational facilities are located in the urban centers. 

Unfortunately, most Africans are resident in the rural areas. As a result, a significant 

part of the population does not have effective access to human capital formation 

opportunities.  

iv. Finally, corruption, poor governance, and financial malfeasance, continue to deprive 

Africa's youth of the opportunity to be educated as resources are siphoned off from the  

educational sector either to private pockets or to fund unproductive but popular 

projects in the hometowns of politicians.(op. Cit. p. 2). 

 It is generally acknowledged that investment in formal and informal education warrant 

better job opportunities, positive institutional values, facilitate adaptation to the modern 

world, benefit society as a whole, both socially and economically, and has clear negative 
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correlation with fertility rates (Cameron; Cameron, 2006). Therefore, one would expect that 

wherever this investment originates from, be it from missionaries, colonial governments or 

independent national governments, the benefits would be similar.  

Okpala (2006) uses the following variables: 

a. Dependent variable: Youth Literacy Rate (YL) is the percentage of youth 15 to 24 years old that 

can read and write according to estimates produced by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, July 

2002. 

b. Independent or explanatory variables: (1) Adult Illiteracy Rate (ADI): Percentage of adults that 

cannot read or write. The ADI is expected to have a negative impact on the youth literacy rate. (2) 

Public expenditure on education as a percentage of GDP (PEPG) accounts for public spending on 

public schools plus subsidies to private education at primary, secondary and tertiary levels. (3) 

Public expenditure on education as a percentage of total government spending (PEE). We expect 

both PEPG and PEE to be positively related to youth literacy. Because both PEPG and PEE capture 

government commitment to education, it is expected that they may exhibit strong correlation 

between themselves; as such, may create a multicollinearity problem. The two variables will be 

analyzed in separate equations to isolate their individual impacts. The last explanatory variable is 

the (4) percentage of the population that is of the Islamic Faith (REL). We are not sure what role 

religion will play on youth literacy. (Okpala, op. cit., pp. 2-3). 

 Protestant missionary work had little impact on the post-colonial SSA economic and 

political situation as of 1990, concluded Cogneau (2003). Interestingly, Okpala (op. Cit., 

2006) finds that the Roman Catholic Church had great success in the establishment of schools 

and in evangelizing the population with lasting results. As evidence of this fact, Belgium 

Congo had the highest youth literacy rate in his sample, 97.80 percent. Not surprisingly, 

illiteracy in SSA is much higher in countries were the majority of the population is Muslim, 

such as Burkina Faso, a former French colony (Okpla, op. Cit., p. 4). Following these results, 

ANOVA tests were performed to verify the weight of religion and adult illiteracy on the rates 

of youth literacy in the region. The OLS regression was used to assess the corollaries and 
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consequence of each explanatory variable in the model accounting for youth literacy rates in 

the countries included in the sample. 

 The tests in Okpala's (2006) analysis showed that only adult illiteracy was statistically 

significant in explaining changes in youth literacy rates in SSA, while religious affiliation and 

public expenditures were not.  Youth literacy rates, concludes Okpala (2006), are to be found 

in “poor governance, corruption and also the lack of adequate financial commitment on the 

part of the government,” (Okpala, op. Cit., 2006, p. 4). The general results show a lack of 

commitment of the region's governments towards schooling, neglect on a greater scale than 

that of colonial governments that were only interested in draining Africa from all its 

resources.   

 The most complete empirical econometric study concerning development, education 

and governance in SSA in Okpala's (2006) opinion is the analysis carried out by Fielding 

(2000), which estimates a cross-country structural model that “that identifies bi-directional 

relationships between income inequality and other indicators of social and economic 

development.” The analysis of that study is justifiable in this essay's scope as mission activity 

and impacts are implicitly included as Fielding's (2000) model, it accounts for colonial legacy 

on SSA countries development issue. He investigates the complex interactions between 

economic development and social development indicators. Fielding (2000) pays special 

attention to education, health and income inequality measures. The model incorporates 

measures to minimize the effects of simultaneity by a choice of instruments offered by the 

theoretical model which provides “equations for one measure of inequality and three other 

indicators of socioeconomic development.”  The reported number of Muslims and Christians, 

[as a fraction of the total population, because according to Poe and Tate (1994) and Park 

(1987) (in Fielding, 2000, p. 5)] that is, religious affiliation is an important factor in social 

development. Apart from that, dummy variables account for a country's past as a British or 

French colony, as Henderson (1991; 1993) “argues that countries' colonial histories affect the 
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degree of observance of civil rights and other measures of social development; this argument 

could be extended to the degree of observance of economic rights to a basic standard of 

living,” (op. Cit. p. 5).  

 Fielding (2000) reports that countries that have been French or British colonies have 

more equitable income distributions. The British effect being around 17 percentage points and 

the French estimated at 25. The efficiency of resource use is also accounted for by the 

inclusion of the ethno-linguistic diversity factor, implying more or less fluency in the 

colonizer's language and its impacts on the formation of social capital. Cultural factors may 

also affect development, so a “vector of variables capturing cultural characteristics” is 

modeled as well. The model investigates SSA's dismal economic situation and attributes it to 

“exogenous geographical characteristics, including natural resource endowment and (less 

importantly) ethno-linguistic fractionalisation,” (Ibid. p. 8). Fielding (2000) concludes that the 

results of the descriptive statistics of his study indicate that most negative traits are reversible 

in the long term as they are mostly due to “under-expenditure on public goods” - a 

characteristic that could be changed in the future.  

6. Current outlook 

At this point, one might be led to infer that in the regions where international non-

governmental Christian organizations developed formal education initiatives during the 

colonial period, they should present higher literacy rates and therefore more human 

development when compared to those that had only government schools or no schools at all. 

Unfortunately, that is not the picture that arises from reports and studies as seen in Cogneau 

(2003). Education for All Development Index (EDI) developed by the EFA Global Monitoring 

Report which measures the extent in which countries are meeting four of the six EFA goals: 

universal primary education, gender parity, literacy and quality points out that of the countries 

worst classified in the index, twenty-two are in sub-Saharan Africa.  
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For more than forty years international Christian Organizations have branched into 

agencies specialized in activities ranging from rural development, charities, relief activities, 

poverty reduction and basic health services. As for education, missions and Christian 

organizations in general have been limited in their scope of action in most countries. This 

does not mean that they have not been successful on a smaller scale. Rather, they have 

successfully implemented legal rights workshops, infant and adult literacy training and 

employment-generation initiatives in a number of countries in the region.   

Despite that, Least Developed Countries (LDCs) in Africa rose from 17 in 1978 to 33 

in 1995 and to 35 in 2006 out of 50 (UNCTAD-ECOSOC, 2006). There is progress  as an 

increasing number of missionary societies, Muslim and  Christian, secular NGOs from 

Western and Asian countries, and African based community projects implement new 

programs, sometimes cooperating but mostly competing for resources, support and souls. Of 

the 11 states (Cameroon, Djibouti, The Gambia, Guinea, Kyrgyz Republic, Liberia, Niger, 

Sierra Leone, Tajikistan, and Timor-Leste.) considered fragile by Education for All – Fast 

Track Initiative, seven are in Africa and four in SSA. The Education Program Development 

Fund also targets Burundi, Somalia, Haiti, Liberia, Sierra Leone, CAR, and DRC. 

Unfortunately, oftentimes governments lack legitimacy. As a result, education in Africa is not 

a source of inspiration for growth and social change (Cougneau, 2003).  

 The connection of literacy with “the colonial agenda of modernization,” (Archer, 

2005) continues to prevail in the policies of governments, missions and sponsors. There exists 

great divergence in academia and aid agencies concerning the association of literacy and 

cultural advancement (Fiedrich, 2002 in Archer, 2005). Jack Goody's (1968) and Francis 

Hsu's (1972) theories are considered archaic because they, “perpetuate myths about literacy 

(…), suggesting a deep gulf between oral and literate cultures,” (Archer, 2005, p. 5).  
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Archer (2005) reinforces that contemporary literacy studies emphasize the usage made 

of literacy by the different cultures and not the effect of literacy on them, as it is not an 

autonomous or a cognitive capacity, or merely a technical skill. “It is not an automatic or 

direct agent of progress. It is not linked to logical or rational thinking,” (Ibid., p.5 ). Adidam 

(2006) argues that emphasis should be placed at better results, not only literacy as a higher 

step in the development ladder.  

Dicklitch (1998) deplores NGOs acting in Africa after the fall of communism as have 

been reduced to gap fillers, collaborating with mostly undemocratic regimes and being unable 

to foster the empowerment of a strong civil society. In two recent essays, Shivji (2007) argues 

that the role of NGOs in Africa is only comprehensible through the contextualization of their 

role in history. Shivji (2007) argues that NGOs, secular and religious, are impregnated in the 

Table 3. African countries in the Least Developed Countries 2006 list  
Source: (UNCTAD - ECOSOC, 2006)   



 
35 

neo-liberal and donor rationality. “For they are inextricably imbricated in the neoliberal 

offensive, which follows on the heels of the crisis of the national project.” (Ibid, p. 29). 

The state of Education in Africa is continuously placed in check by the challenge of 

Africa's growth. Even with the country's efforts to invest more in education, external aid is 

required to achieve EFA, especially in the least developed countries in sub-Saharan Africa 

with the lowest education indicators.  

 

 

 

 

 Yet, while the region was the main recipient of total bilateral aid in 2004, with one-

third of the global amount, the average share devoted to education across twenty-two 

countries was just 11% of the total aid received. While there is no doubt that countries in need 

should be supported, the risk of them becoming over dependent on external education aid is a 

concern and to the internal and external facets of SSA difficulties. Examples of such 

difficulties are: 

Table 4. The EFA Development index and its components, 2004 for selected 

  

  

Ranking Total Adult Gender-specific Survival

according to Countries EDI primary literacy rate EFA index rate to

the level of EDI (GEI) grade 5

97 Lesotho 0.797 0.862 0.822 0.869 0.634

98 Kenya 0.797 0.770 0.736 0.928 0.753

106 Nigeria 0.721 0.619 0.708 0.829 0.726

107 Malaw i 0.719 0.961 0.641 0.834 0.438

108 Equatorial Guinea 0.708 0.857 0.870 0.780 0.326

109 Rw anda 0.686 0.735 0.649 0.904 0.458

110 Togo 0.684 0.816 0.532 0.631 0.760

111 Ghana 0.682 0.659 0.579 0.855 0.633

114 Senegal 0.646 0.662 0.393 0.749 0.782

115 Burundi 0.646 0.572 0.593 0.787 0.630

118 Ethiopia 0.627 0.579 0.452 0.745 0.733

119 Benin 0.617 0.835 0.347 0.592 0.694

120 Mozambique 0.599 0.710 0.504 0.691 0.492

121 Guinea 0.583 0.643 0.295 0.575 0.820

123 Burkina Faso 0.511 0.409 0.218 0.661 0.758

NER1

Development Indicators. Sources: Annex, Statistical Tables 2, 5, 7 and 8; UNESCO (2005); 
UNESCO Institute 



 
36 

1. The crippling reality of the HIV epidemics. Less than 10% of the world’s 

population lives in SSA, but almost 65% of all HIV infections occur in the 

region. According to UNAIDS most sub-Saharan countries are going through 

epidemics as HIV is contaminating all population groups (instead of higher 

risk pockets, sex workers, homosexuals, and drug users).  

 

Table 5.  HIV/AIDS epidemic in Africa.  

Source: UNAIDS. http://hivinsite.ucsf.edu/global?page=cr09-00-00 

 

2. Slow and sometimes negative economic growth in Sub-Saharan Africa has 

meant increases in both the poverty rate and number of the poor in the 1990's. 

As a result, this region has the the largest proportion of people living below $1 

a day. 

3. An estimated 77 million children are not enrolled in schools around the world, 

with 38 million of those children in Sub-Saharan Africa. In Africa alone, an 

estimated 1.6 million teachers would need to be hired to reach the goal of 

universal primary education. 

 Literacy remains a major barrier to the development of African countries. Despite the 

progress achieved since 1990, the absolute number of African adults who cannot read or write 
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has increased from 131.4 million in 1990 to 136 million in 2000. Strong demographic growth 

is one of the major factors.   

 In Sub Saharan Africa, average literacy stands at 52 per cent for women and 68.9 per 

cent for males. Averages cover up a myriad of regional and grassroots level complexities 

which inhibit the spreading of innovative literacy programs. Literacy programs are being 

carried out, but they usually have personnel, funds and material shortages. 

 

  

Table 6. General Human situation indicators. Source: World Development Indicators.   
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Table 7. General socio-economic indicators on Africa. Source: The World Bank 
 Group. Time: 2005 or MRV.  
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To Etounga-Maguelle (2000) even with the ethnic diversity and sub-cultures there is a 

common African basis regarding attitudes as well as institutions. He analyses the following 

characteristics of African society that obstruct development: 

 

a)  Hierarchical distance: horizontal cultures see the superior as equals before the law, is 

this way power distribution is seen as the correct way to change a society. African 

society is primarily vertical and superiors are expected to have privileges and as force 

prevails over the law, the best way perceived in order to change a social system is by 

overthrowing those in power. 

b) Weak uncertainties control: of the three possible ways to create safety zones – 

technology, jurisprudence and religion - Africans know only the last one, which 

coupled with medieval notions of space and time result in the type of generalized 

lethargy regarding life, especially in what concerns work. This negative perception of 

time and space disturbs all the aspects of economic life. 

c) Invisible forces and society: modern societies separate the metaphysical from the 

physical. In developed societies the state has the legal monopoly of the use of power     

and religion does not impose itself over all. But whenever leaders believe to have been 

appointed by spirits, they do not accept social changes.  

d) Community dominates the individual: Africans reject the individual being, because for 

the African every person is linked to the group and only advances within society and 

family. 

e) Excessive sociability and rejection of open conflict: the reason behind African 

bureaucracies’ inefficiency. African society is organized around pleasure and avoids 

open conflict. 

f) The inefficient Homo economicus: African classified by their intrinsic value does not 

save, spends today with himself and much more with aggregates and governments 

reflect the behavior of society. 

g) Costs of irrationality: the preponderance of the irrational condemns Africans to an 

atmosphere of fear, tension and moral disorder. Witchcraft works as a coercive appeal, 

moral hiding place and a political and economic tool. 

Cannibal and totalitarian societies: the dictatorial and fratricide African style was not born 

with independence. Ethnic holocaust, devastating wars and fiduciary cannibalism are 

inheritances; they have ancient roots that have survived almost immutable.   
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 Etounga-Maguelle (2000) suggests four cultural revolutions in order to bring hope to 

SSA:  

a. Universal secular education aimed at developing entrepreneurial skills; 

b. A reform of the political system through and resulting from education; 

c. The establishment of regional integrated markets in order to allow SSA inclusion 

in the global economy; 

i. The revival of a civil society that priorities a new social being with a new set of 

behavior patterns. (Etounga-Maguelle, 2000, pp. 118 – 127). 

 

 Hearn (2002) argues that the present period does not represent the end of the 

missionary era, rather, its high point. The new millennium conjuncture has re-opened the 

opportunity for religious NGOs participation, especially evangelical missions, to become 

increasingly active in SSA.  

The main difference is that instead of education, missions are focusing on health care, 

AIDS, family planning and food security. According to Hofer (2003), evangelical Non-

Governmental Organizations have worked extensively on development co-operation and have 

surpassed secular NGOs both in number and budget by 2002. That is mostly fueled by an ever 

expanding donor basis, private funding and a voluntary work force.  

According to Vries (2003), Christian NGOs have been cooperating with the IMF and 

the World Bank in key areas such as the role of women in society, the environment, military 

expenditures and external finance for development. 
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Conclusions  

 The aim of this paper was to determine whether Christian missionary activity had a 

positive impact on the socio-economic scenario in Sub-Saharan Africa in the last sixty years. 

Empirical and historical evidence presented indicates that International Christian Non-

Governmental Organizations have had a inconsistent and paradoxical effect on the 

socioeconomic scenario in Sub-Saharan Africa. The introduction of formal education and 

literacy in an European Language, the conversion of a significant portion of the population to 

Christianity and the codification of local languages, left deeply engraved marks and scars.  

 Missionary activity appears to have acted as a catalyst. It facilitated and accelerated 

the establishment of the elite that headed Sub Saharan Africa's struggle towards 

independence. Most colonial governments were unwilling to take full responsibility for their 

own occupied territories' population. Without reluctance, missionaries filled that gap and 

through literacy, preached their message.  

 Non-governmental Organizations participation, especially religious ones, in the Sub-

Saharan Africa colonial period continues to be more a matter of ideological association, rather 

than unbiased investigation. The relationship between colonial administration and 

missionaries still is subject of debate, as is the question of conflict of interests. It seems as if it 

was almost never strong enough to completely hamper missionary presence.  

 Africa's colonization experience almost surely has significant weight in its present 

underdeveloped state. But, as time goes by, less can be traced to colonial legacies and more 

can be blamed on Africa's own leadership. 

 The economic relevance of missionary presence remains difficult to determine. 

Although empirical studies demonstrate that foreign aid is not statistically relevant for 

economic development, social legacies are quite obviously noticeable. Nonetheless, more 

empirical and historical works examining the influence and legacy of religious organizations 

in Africa could help to better allocate scarce aid resources today. 
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Appendix 

 

Selected African leaders who attended Christian mission schools:  

 
Jonas Malheiro Savimbi (1934 – 2002), Angola. Son of a railroad stationmaster and preacher, 

Savimbi attended the Protestant missionary school in his father's home village in Bié province 

and later transferred to another missionary school at Dondi, where he won a scholarship from 

the United Church of Christ to study in Lisbon. In 1960, he was transferred to Fribourg 

University and then to the University of Lausanne in Switzerland, where he studied political 

science.  

 

António Agostinho Neto (1922 – 1979) Angola. Born in Icolo e Bengo near the town of 

Catete, son of a Methodist pastor and a kindergarten teacher. He received a scholarship from 

the Methodist church for medical studies, first at the University of Lisbon and then at 

Coimbra. 

 

Joseph Désiré Mobutu (1930 – 1997), RDC, born in Lisala, attended secondary school run by 

Catholic missionaries at Coquilhatville (later Mbandaka) and after being dismissed for 

insubordination was drafted into the Force Publique in 1950.  

 

General Yakubu "Jack" Dan-Yumma Gowon (1934 –), Nigeria, was the head of state (Head 

of the Federal Military Government) of Nigeria from 1966 to 1975. His parents, Nde Yohanna 

and Matwok Kurnyang, left for Wusasa Zaria as Church Missionary Society (CMS) 

missionaries in the early days of Yakubu's life. He grew up in Zaria and had his early life and 

education there. 

 

Kenneth David Kaunda (1924 –), Zambia, in Nyasaland (now Malawi); son of Reverend 

David Kaunda, an ordained Church of Scotland missionary and teacher. 
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Julius Kambarage Nyerere (1922 – 1999), Tanzania, began attending Government Primary 

School, but was a catholic.  

 

Jomo Kenyatta (1889 – 1978), Kenya, converted to Christianity in 1914, educated primarily 

in Britain. 

 

Kwame Nkrumah, (1909 –  1972), Ghana, graduated from the Achimota School in Accra in 

1930, later studying at the Roman Catholic Seminary and teaching at the Catholic school in 

Axim. 

 

Samora Moisés Machel (1933 – 1986), Mozambique, attended Catholic school, Machel's 

hopes for higher education was frustrated by Catholic missionaries who refused to grant him a 

scholarship. 

 

Milton Augustus Striery Margai (1895 – 1964), Sierra Leone, educated at the Evangelical 

United Brethren School in Bonthe and at the Albert Academy and Fourah Bay College in 

Freetown, where he received a bachelor's degree in history. 

 

Daniel T. arap Moi (1924 –), Kenya, attended missionary and government schools and 

received teacher training at the Kapsabet Teacher Training College, becoming a teacher at the 

Government African School in 1945. 

 

Robert Gabriel Mugabe (1924 –). Zimbabwe. Brought up as a Roman Catholic he studied in 

Marist Brothers and Jesuit schools. He began his education at a nearby Jesuit mission and 

soon proved an able student under the guidance of Father O'Hea. For nine years he taught in 

various schools while also continuing to study privately for his matriculation certificate before 

going on to the University of Fort Hare in South Africa, where he received a bachelor of arts 

in English and history in 1951. Taught at various mission schools in Zimbabwe, 1951-55. 

 

Milton Apollo Obote (1925 – 2005), Uganda, began his education in 1940 at the Lira 

Protestant Missionary School.  

 

Leopold Sedar Senghor (1906 – 2001), Senegal, sent to a French missionary school in, 1913, 

attended the school of the Fathers of the Holy Ghost at N'Gazobil in 1914 and went on to 

pursue his studies in Dakar until 1928, when he left for France.  



 
50 

 

Fulbert Youlou (1917 – 1972), Congo, Brazzaville. He studied for the priesthood and was 

ordained on his thirty-second birthday, becoming a parish priest in Brazzaville in 1949. 

 

Maurice Yaméogo (1921 – 1993) was the first President of the Republic of Upper Volta, now 

called Burkina Faso. Attended the Small Seminar of Pabre. 

 

Patrice Emery Lumumba, (1925 – 1961) Prime Minister, RDC. Began attending missionary 

schools at age eleven.  

 

Hastings Kamuzu Banda, (1902 – 1997). Malawi. Received a mission education and left 

home at the age of 12 to work in Rhodesia and South Africa. Church of Scotland's 

Livingstonia Mission School in Kasungu. He also became an elder in the Church of Scotland.  

 

Samuel Nujoma, (1929 –), Namibia. Attended Finnish Missionary Primary School, 1937- 48, 

and St. Barnabas Anglican Mission, Windhoek, 1949-54. 


