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PREFACE

	The Education of a Continent

	There comes a moment when a society must examine not only what its children are learning, but what their education is teaching them to become.

	Africa has reached such a moment.

	For generations, millions of African children have entered classrooms carrying names, languages, histories, beliefs and ways of understanding the world that long preceded the schools receiving them. Yet too often, education has required those children to look elsewhere before they could recognise intelligence, civilisation, achievement—or even beauty.

	I know something of this personally.

	Growing up in Ghana, one of my earliest encounters with formal education was the English alphabet.

	I learned:

	A for Apple.

	There was nothing inherently wrong with an apple. The problem was that the fruit existed beyond the world of the five-year-old child being asked to imagine it.

	I would not taste one until many years later.

	Why not A for Accra?

	The question may appear trivial.

	It is not.

	The alphabet was teaching more than letters. It was quietly establishing the geography from which legitimate knowledge would arrive.

	The problem was never learning about the apple.

	African children should learn about apples, snow, Shakespeare, the Alps, the Industrial Revolution and everything else humanity has produced.

	But they should also learn about Accra, Timbuktu, the Nile Valley, the Niger, Great Zimbabwe, the ancient communities of the Sahara, African philosophies, technologies, languages and systems of knowledge.

	Education should expand a child's world.

	It should not require the child to abandon his own world before entering another.

	That distinction lies at the heart of this book.

	Before the Classroom

	Miseducation in Africa does not begin with colonialism because Africa did not begin with colonialism.

	Long before European colonial governments drew modern boundaries across the continent, Africans had already accumulated thousands of years of human experience.

	Communities farmed. Traded. Navigated rivers. Smelted metals. Built settlements. Healed illnesses. Governed societies. Produced art. Transmitted moral values. And educated successive generations.

	The absence of the modern classroom did not mean the absence of education.

	Knowledge could be carried in memory. In apprenticeship. In language. In proverbs. In observation. In the hands of the artisan. In the experience of the farmer. In the practices of the healer. In the responsibilities of family and community.

	None of this means that precolonial Africa was a paradise. It was not.

	Africa had conflict, hierarchy, injustice, superstition and human suffering, just as other parts of humanity did.

	Sankofa does not require us to romanticise the past.

	Recovering history is not the same as worshipping it.

	Indeed, if this book replaced one mythology with another, it would merely become another form of miseducation.

	Giving to Each What Is Theirs

	This book therefore rejects two equally misleading propositions.

	The first is that European ways of knowing were inherently superior and that meaningful African education began when outsiders provided it.

	The second would be the reverse fantasy: that Africa invented everything, possessed every answer and learned nothing important from elsewhere.

	Neither is history.

	Human knowledge is cumulative. Civilisations observe, discover, borrow, adapt, improve and sometimes rediscover. Knowledge travels.

	Our principle throughout these pages will therefore be:

	Give to Europe what is Europe's.

	Give to Africa what is Africa's.

	And acknowledge what humanity has built together.

	This distinction matters because Miseducation in Africa is not an argument against Western education.

	Nor is it an argument for abandoning modern science, technology, universities or global knowledge in favour of an imagined return to traditional Africa.

	The choice is not between the laboratory and the elder. Between the computer and the proverb. Between English and an African language. Between modern engineering and indigenous environmental knowledge.

	The more intelligent question is:

	What does each know, what can each contribute, and how do we test what deserves to travel forward?

	That question will follow us throughout this book.

	When Schooling Becomes Miseducation

	Schooling and education are not necessarily the same thing.

	A person can spend many years in school and emerge highly certified but poorly prepared to solve practical problems.

	Another may leave school early, enter apprenticeship, acquire considerable technical competence and create employment—yet continue to be described socially as “uneducated.”

	This contradiction sits near the centre of Africa's educational predicament.

	Over time, the certificate acquired extraordinary authority. It could determine prestige. Employment. Marriage prospects. Family expectations. Social class. And sometimes even the individual's estimation of his or her own intelligence.

	The farmer could know the soil but be called uneducated. The carpenter could understand materials but be called uneducated. The mechanic could diagnose an engine but be called uneducated.

	Meanwhile, the graduate carrying a certificate might discover that the economy had little productive use for what the certificate represented.

	Something had become disconnected.

	Knowledge from capability. Education from production. Prestige from usefulness. The classroom from the economy waiting outside its gates.

	This book enters that disconnection.

	Not to belittle the graduate. Not to glorify the dropout.

	But to ask whether Africa has defined education too narrowly—and whether that definition is adequately preparing its youngest generations for the future they are about to inherit.

	Rethinking Education

	The first task is therefore to rethink.

	What is education for?

	To pass examinations? To acquire certificates? To obtain employment?

	Certainly, these things matter.

	But education must reach further.

	It should cultivate curiosity. Critical thinking. Competence. Character. Creativity. The ability to cooperate. The confidence to question. And the capacity to turn knowledge into useful action.

	A continent cannot examine its way into prosperity.

	At some point, somebody must build. Repair. Grow. Design. Discover. Manufacture. Heal. Program. Teach. Organise. Innovate.

	Education must eventually acquire hands.

	Reclaiming Identity

	The second task is reclamation.

	Not reclamation as nostalgia. Not an attempt to persuade the African child that everything African is good merely because it is African.

	That would be intellectually dishonest.

	Reclamation means recovering the right to examine one's own inheritance seriously.

	African languages should not enter the classroom only during cultural day. African history should not begin with European arrival.

	Indigenous knowledge should neither be worshipped nor dismissed. It should be documented. Investigated. Tested.

	What fails should be discarded. What works should be developed.

	A confident civilisation does not fear examination. Nor does it fear learning from others.

	The purpose of education is not to protect the African learner from the world.

	It is to prepare the learner to enter the world without disappearing inside it.

	Rebuilding the African Future Workforce

	And then comes the third task.

	Rebuilding.

	Africa possesses the youngest and one of the fastest-growing populations in the world.

	That youth can become extraordinary human capital. Or extraordinary frustration.

	The difference will depend partly upon what education enables young Africans to do.

	Universities cannot remain islands. Technical education cannot remain the consolation prize for those who did not reach university. Apprenticeship cannot remain invisible simply because much of it occurs outside formal classrooms.

	Farmers, artisans, engineers, scientists, entrepreneurs, technicians, teachers and graduates belong within the same human-capital conversation.

	For human capital does not always wear a graduation gown.

	Sometimes it wears overalls. Sometimes a laboratory coat. Sometimes farm boots. And sometimes it is clad in colourful Kente or Batakari.

	Africa needs the complete wardrobe.

	The challenge is not simply to educate more Africans.

	It is to connect education more intelligently with capability, production, citizenship and opportunity.

	Then migration can increasingly become a choice rather than an escape.

	The graduate can stay because staying offers possibility. The professional can return because returning does not require professional surrender. The apprentice can progress because practical intelligence has recognised pathways.

	And the African economy can begin retaining more of the talent it spends so much to educate.

	Sankofa

	The philosophy guiding this journey is Sankofa.

	The familiar image is of a bird moving forward while turning its head backwards to retrieve what was left behind.

	Sankofa is not an instruction to return permanently to yesterday.

	The bird's head turns backwards.

	Its feet remain pointed forward.

	Recover what was lost. Examine what was inherited. Retain what is useful. Discard what no longer serves. Learn confidently from the entire world. Then build.

	That is the spirit in which this book should be read.

	Not as an indictment of one civilisation by another. Not as an excuse for Africa's contemporary failures. Not as an invitation to blame colonialism forever while refusing responsibility for what African governments, institutions and citizens can change today.

	History explains. It must not imprison.

	And neither should identity.

	The objective is an African citizen proud enough to know the past, confident enough to embrace Africanness, curious enough to learn from anybody, and courageous enough to question authority when authority fails.

	A citizen who understands that Africa's forests, rivers, wildlife and landscapes are not inconveniences standing in the way of development, but part of the inheritance development must protect.

	A citizen prepared to cooperate equitably with the rest of humanity—not as a permanent recipient, not as an imitator, and not as an adversary, but as a contributor.

	Because ultimately the question is not simply:

	Who miseducated Africa?

	The more important question is:

	Now that we know better, how shall we educate differently?

	And beyond even that:

	What kind of Africa shall that education build?

	An Africa able to remember without retreating. To learn without disappearing. To produce rather than merely consume. To cooperate without surrendering accountability. To participate in the world without standing permanently at its margins.

	An Africa whose advancement matters not only to Africans.

	For a more confident, capable and contributing Africa enlarges the possibilities of humanity itself.

	That is where our journey begins.

	Sankofa.

	We return—not to remain in yesterday, but to retrieve what we need to build tomorrow.

	


CHAPTER ONE
North Africa Before the Visitors: When the Sahara Remembered

	Before the camel caravans crossed the Sahara carrying salt, manuscripts and scripture; before Arab armies entered Egypt and the Maghreb; before Rome called the Mediterranean Mare Nostrum; before Carthage became a power; before Phoenician sailors established colonies along the North African coast—people were already living, learning, producing and organising societies in North Africa.
That apparently simple fact matters.
For generations, African history was too often taught through arrival.
The Phoenicians arrived. The Greeks arrived. The Romans arrived. The Arabs arrived. The Portuguese arrived. The French arrived. The British arrived.
History moved because somebody arrived.
The African was frequently left standing in the background, waiting to be discovered, converted, conquered, civilised or educated.
But what if we begin differently?
What if, before asking who arrived in Africa, we ask: Who was already there?
That question changes the landscape.
It takes us beyond modern borders—beyond Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Mauritania and Sudan as contemporary political entities—and into a North Africa whose environmental and human history stretches thousands of years deeper.
And there we discover something fundamental to the argument of this book:
Africa was not waiting for education. Africa was already learning.

	The Sahara Was Not Always the Sahara We Know

	Today the word Sahara immediately summons an image: sand, heat, dunes, distance.

	But landscapes have histories too.

	Across enormous spans of prehistoric time, climatic conditions in what is now the Sahara were different. During wetter periods, lakes, grasslands and river systems supported human beings and animals across areas that later became increasingly arid.

	People living in these environments had to observe seasons, water, animals, plants, movement and danger. They learned where survival was possible and transmitted what they knew.

	The absence of a classroom does not mean the absence of a curriculum.

	The environment itself could be the classroom.

	This matters to the argument of Miseducation in Africa because modern schooling has sometimes encouraged us to recognise knowledge only when it appears in forms familiar to the school: the textbook, the timetable, the examination, the certificate.

	But human beings learned long before any of these existed.

	A changing Sahara demanded adaptation. Adaptation required observation. Observation became knowledge. And knowledge that survived beyond one generation required transmission.

	Education, in its broadest sense, was already taking place.

	The Amazigh: Before “Berber”

	Among the peoples whose histories are deeply rooted in North Africa are the Amazigh, plural Imazighen, known for centuries in much external literature as Berbers.

	Names are rarely innocent.

	A people may possess a name for themselves while outsiders assign another. Sometimes the external name becomes so familiar that the original name recedes from view.

	To use Amazigh is therefore more than a vocabulary adjustment. It reminds us to ask who had the authority to name whom—and how those names entered the histories later taught in classrooms.

	The Amazigh presence across broad areas of North Africa and the Sahara also disrupts another simplistic picture: that North African history began when successive outsiders arrived from the Mediterranean or the east.

	It did not.

	At the same time, indigenous presence does not mean isolation. North Africa has always been connected—to the Mediterranean, the Sahara, the Nile Valley, the Near East and, through wider networks, regions much farther away.

	North Africa teaches us from the first chapter that African history is simultaneously indigenous and interconnected.

	Oued Beht: When the Soil Speaks

	Sometimes the correction to miseducation comes not from argument but from the ground.

	Recent archaeological work at Oued Beht in Morocco has drawn attention to a large later-prehistoric settlement dating principally to the fourth millennium BCE.

	Here was substantial agricultural activity and storage.

	Here were people organising production.

	Here were communities participating in networks extending beyond their immediate surroundings.

	The importance of such evidence is not that one archaeological site can represent all of prehistoric North Africa. It cannot.

	Its importance is that it makes an older stereotype increasingly difficult to sustain: the notion of a passive Africa waiting for more advanced peoples to bring organisation, agriculture, exchange or intelligence.

	The soil tells a more complicated story.

	And that is enough.

	Africa does not require invented greatness.

	Its documented history is already remarkable.

	Egypt: Africa and the Problem of Ownership

	Few places reveal the politics of historical education more clearly than Egypt.

	Ancient Egypt is frequently pulled into modern arguments about race, civilisation and ownership. One side may attempt to detach it from Africa altogether. Another may respond by forcing modern racial identities backward into an ancient society that did not organise itself according to our contemporary categories.

	Both approaches can obscure more than they reveal.

	Egypt is in Africa.

	Its civilisation developed along the Nile in sustained interaction with neighbouring African regions and with societies across the Mediterranean and the Near East.

	These relationships are not contradictions.

	They are geography.

	Ancient Egypt was an African civilisation with extensive connections beyond Africa.

	Neither part of that sentence needs to destroy the other.

	This is precisely the kind of historical confidence the African classroom requires: a confidence strong enough to recognise African achievement without needing to exaggerate it, and open enough to recognise exchange without interpreting every connection as evidence of African dependency.

	Geometry Before the Greek Textbook

	Long before Pythagoras, builders and administrators in Egypt were measuring land, establishing angles, calculating dimensions and solving practical geometric problems.

	That does not mean we should simply replace the sentence “the Greeks invented geometry” with “the Africans invented geometry” and congratulate ourselves.

	That would reproduce the same intellectual mistake in reverse.

	Later Greek mathematicians made extraordinary contributions to the abstraction, proof, organisation and transmission of mathematics. Those contributions deserve full recognition.

	But practical mathematical knowledge did not suddenly appear from nowhere when Greek thinkers began formalising it.

	Knowledge grows through accumulation.

	One civilisation observes.

	Another records.

	Another formalises.

	Another corrects.

	Another improves.

	Another applies.

	Humanity inherits the result.

	This is one of the principles that will recur throughout this book:

	The proper response to historical exclusion is not historical confiscation.

	It is accurate inclusion.

	Neither Inferiority nor Supremacy

	The remedy for “Africa contributed nothing” cannot become “Africa created everything.”

	Both statements are intellectually lazy.

	Our objective is not African supremacy.

	It is African presence.

	A continent does not require mythical perfection to deserve dignity.

	Nor does every African achievement have to be the first, the greatest or the oldest in the world before it becomes worth teaching.

	This obsession with “first” can itself reveal the wound left by miseducation. If dignity depends upon proving that Africa invented everything before everybody else, then Africa remains trapped inside somebody else's competition.

	A more confident position is simpler:

	Where Africa contributed, teach the contribution.

	Where Africa borrowed, teach the borrowing.

	Where knowledge travelled in both directions, teach the exchange.

	Where evidence is uncertain, say that it is uncertain.

	Truth does not diminish Africa.

	It liberates African history from the burden of having to perform.

	The Road West

	Our journey now leaves the Nile, the Atlas Mountains, the Mediterranean coast and the ancient Sahara and turns toward West Africa.

	There, another collection of assumptions awaits us.

	Before outsiders told Africans what knowledge was, what did Africans already know?

	North Africa has given us our first answer.

	Not everything.

	Not perfection.

	Not isolation.

	But certainly not nothing.

	The classroom came later.

	Learning was already here.
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