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This book offers an engaging reinterpretation of the history of education in
colonial and post-colonial Africa (1920s-1970s). Central to this book is the thought-
provoking question: How can the history of education be understood through the
narratives of marginalized actors? Across fifteen chapters, scholars navigate this
question by exploring the “micro dynamics” of educational interactions during both
colonial and post-colonial periods in Africa. Drawing on narratives “from below”
from pupils, parents, teachers, policymakers, colonial administrators, politicians,
religious leaders, as well as Islamic organizations, Christian missionary societies,
families, and communities (2), and utilizing diverse sources such as oral interviews,
autobiographies, films, and archival materials, all chapters assert that “educational
settings are social spaces where both contact and separation between colonizers and
the colonized are constructed through social interactions, negotiations, and
struggles” (3). The key point is that recipients of Western forms of education were
not merely passive agents; rather, they actively appropriated schooling as a domain
of struggle to pursue their diverse social and economic goals (3).

The book advances the notion of a “contact zone,” a conceptual and
methodological framework where colonizers and the colonized interact and
negotiate knowledge. Thematically organized into four parts, Part One consists of
four interrelated chapters, each offering nuanced insights into the roles of locally
trained intellectuals, the impact of colonial educational programs, the significance
of women’s education, and the influence of cultural traditions on community
identity. In Chapter Two, the contributions of trained Luo women and men who
“transposed sigana, a local form of knowledge,” for community gains amidst
colonial pressures are examined (21).

Chapter Three emphasizes the role of women and the African Independent
Church in Italian Somalia, illustrating how education transcended conventional
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academic settings to encompass community engagement and spiritual growth. This
chapter reveals that a conflict of differing religious ideologies between Catholics and
Muslims resulted in “the missionary textbooks [offering] a blend of imagined
Muslim and Italian-Somali identity, popularized by Catholic missionaries on behalf
of the Italian fascist empire as a negotiation and accommodation strategy responding
to students’ low enrollment in schools” (93).

Chapter Four explores the efforts of Ethiopians to secure education and
equality during the 1980s and 1950s, highlighting the significant impact of the
Empress Menen School in promoting modernization and national identity. Chapter
Five enriches this discussion by illustrating how “French education became a lever
for the exercise of a ‘new’ citizenship” (148).

Part Two explores colonial spaces as vibrant environments of interaction
where cultural exchanges, strategic partnerships, and evolving loyalties were
formed. Chapter Six examines how educators in North Betsileo, a rural region of
Madagascar, adapted and utilized colonial and missionary education from the late
19th century until the 1970s. “The result was a mix of the missionary model and the
colonial style, but the new elite often built in new styles to demonstrate and prove
their success” (172).

Chapter Seven focuses on the experiences of Indian Baptist missionary
women teachers and African female students at the Norwegian Lutheran mission in
South Africa, detailing how they navigated and negotiated their positions within the
intricate and segregated landscape of colonial society. Chapter Eight delves into the
significance of education during the Algerian War of Liberation, particularly how
schools transformed into battlegrounds between French colonial powers and the
National Liberation Front (FLN). This chapter emphasizes that throughout Algeria’s
struggle for independence, education became a site of conflict, with children actively
involved as both targets and participants in the larger fight for national sovereignty
and 1deological dominance.

Part Three focuses on the limits of contact zones in colonial encounters,
highlighting how colonial domination sometimes hindered meaningful cultural
exchange and how the colonized adapted to these tightly controlled conditions.
Chapter Nine examines the role of Algerian educators navigating a complex
environment of assimilation policy, acting as both agents of colonial ideologies and
seedbeds for nationalist sentiments through informal educational networks. “The
tension was between the defenders of a policy of assimilation, which aimed to make
the colonized internalize the norms of French civilization through the imposition of
French institutions, and those who defended the association, which would allow
populations to evolve within their own culture and institutions and accept the
differences between colonizer and colonized” (233).
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Chapter Ten transitions to La Réunion, illustrating how teacher training post-
1946 served as a significant tool for cultural assimilation. By disregarding Creole
languages and customs, emerging educators became champions of French imperial
ideals. Chapter Eleven critically examines liberal anti-apartheid student movements
in South Africa. Although presented as progressive, these movements frequently
perpetuated the very racial hierarchies they aimed to challenge, sidelining Black
voices in their resistance efforts.

Chapter Twelve highlights a pronounced instance of colonial assimilation: the
education of Cape Verdean girls, which ingrained gendered and Eurocentric values
with little opposition. Chapter Thirteen revisits educational reforms in colonial
Angola, where reformist efforts led by Soares undermined colonial power from
within, indicating that negotiation and reform were feasible even in authoritarian
regimes. Collectively, these chapters in Part Three challenge the idealized notion of
contact zones, revealing that many educational environments were characterized by
exclusion rather than exchange.

Part Four shifts focus to Europe, exploring how colonial education influenced
not only African societies but also self-perceptions in the Metropole. Chapter
Fourteen presents a rare case study of Swedish missionaries in Ethiopia, arguing that
“While education and modernization can be said to have originated in the broad
popular movements for religious, social, and political change in Sweden, and spread
to Eritrea and Ethiopia, developments there bounced back to Sweden, contributing
to that peripheral European/Western country eventually becoming internationally
conscious and part of a more modern, global world” (382). Chapter Fifteen examines
colonial visual propaganda through a Belgian documentary from the 1930s depicting
a leprosy village in the Congo and how it constructed “the mutually dependent
identities of both the viewers and the viewed” (402).

The book significantly intervenes in African historiography by foregrounding
the narratives of marginalized African subjects in the study of education. Employing
the methodological and conceptual framework of the “contact zone,” it rethinks
colonial education beyond the dominant framework of domination. It invites readers
to understand colonial education not as a one-way imposition of imperial hegemony
on the periphery, but as a contested and negotiated space of interaction and
“Foucauldian agency.”

The book’s thematic organization, methodological rigor, and theoretical depth
render it an indispensable resource for scholars of African history, postcolonial
studies, and the sociology of education, and, more importantly, for decolonial
studies.
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