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When people outside view Africa, they tend to view it through a Eurocentric lens. From this standpoint, everything in Africa presents an insoluble problem, whether it be AIDS, malaria, nutrition, institutions, politics or natural resources. The unstated subtext is always the same. Colonizers came and brought Africa to glory, left and things fell apart.

Higher education has not been immune from this version of history. A case in point is an article in the May 19 New York Times Magazine, "Africa's Storied Colleges, Jammed and Crumbling." The title tells the story. From a presumed glorious past, the universities left behind by the colonists have been abandoned to rot.

It is also striking that this article focuses so much upon the tangible, material aspects of an African university -- again a Eurocentric focus. Dormitory mats are "thin;" classroom speakers are "tinny;" institutions are "strained" and "crumble;" their "decrepitude" forces ambitious African students to seek education abroad.


What the story fails to mention is that, whatever their past successes, these African colleges were never intended by the colonists to create a class of educated Africans who could think critically and act decisively to control and advance their destiny. Rather, what was desired was a class of educated Africans who could learn just enough to be useful and profitable for the colonists. The system now decried for its decrepitude and decay never was designed to prepare Africans to lead themselves into the future now facing them.


In fact, as Dr. Vartan Gregorian, president of Carnegie Corporation of New York, pointed out in a May 21 letter to the editor, the May 19 article completely missed the bigger picture.

 
"Africans themselves are determined to break out of the cycle of poverty and instability. For them, developing better universities is an important route toward deepening democratization, reforming public policy and building civil society.

"Only when Africa has entrepreneurs, scholars, scientists, educators and public officials who can grapple with its problems will the continent be securely on the road to lasting progress."


African University Foundation believes that the time is now ripe for the creation of a new model for an African university to be focused from an African prospective upon the empowerment of young Africans and dedicated to the development of a new generation of young African leaders educated in the sorts of critical thinking which could enable them to achieve self determination and self sufficiency by utilizing their own vast human resources.
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