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Preface

The twelve essays here brought together in one book are 
being accorded accessibility and permanence of a kind they 
have lacked as monographs or articles in journals. Written 
mostly in the last eight years in different circumstances, they 
are unified more in intent, in argument, and in perspective 
than in theme. Moreover, illustrations are heavily weighed in 
favour of English-speaking West Africa, in particular the 
areas that came under British colonial rule.

Nevertheless, I have no apology to offer. One of the aims 
behind most of these writings was to reveal some of the too 
many aspects of the African past yet to be explored or 
sufficiently developed. Another was to attempt new perspec­
tives and interpretations of the more familiar aspects. Natur­
ally the themes are related to my particular areas of research 
interest on the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The 
themes—exploration, Western-style education, the reaction 
of Africans to the activities of Christian missions, and the 
thought-pattern and modernity aspirations of the educated 
elite—have the common denominator of Euro-African rela­
tions. Collectively the themes are related historiographic 
concerns and methods and, as products of a single mind, 
bear the stamp of one style of thought.

There is no need to reveal the background of this collec­
tion, except to express my gratitude to those who shall 
remain nameless, who have encouraged me to put together 
selected writings of mine concealed in journals and other 
specialized publications which, by their very nature, are not 
available to the wider world.

Finally, a word of appreciation. But for the skilful hands of 
Mrs Grace A. Bassey (my secretary), Miss Erne Bassey (her
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, ..nd Mr Sam R. Akpar. who laboured beautifully 
assistant), an cr;ot its submission to the publishersSRttM***



1
African Exploration and Human 

Understanding

In these days when man’s technological triumphs over the 
physical world are taken for granted, when the spectacular 
probings into space and lunar exploration—mark you, 
adventures barely fifteen years old yet—are ceasing to excite 
awe, curiosity, and inspiration, the mapping of the world in 
general and of the African continent in particular, in the 
centuries before we were born, might seem a minor and 
transient event in a human drama unworthy of academic 
minds.

Such a view would be a retrospective misappraisal of Afri­
can exploration, the essence or unwitting achievement of 
which, I intend to show, was an understanding of the African 
in relation to his environment with scientific objectivity to a 
degree never before, nor since, achieved by analysts of 
Afro-white relations. In this respect the relative irrelevance 
of space exploration to the African is clear but so also is its 
relative irrelevance to the rest of the human family in the 
sense that unlike geographical exploration, space explora­
tion is not man-focused. Man does not live in outer space; 
there is no human society on the moon. In my considered 
judgment, space exploration is a prodigal diversion of world 
attention from human problems here on earth, particularly 
from man himself, the most unfathomable, the most com­
plex, and the greatest problem of all. And are we not witnes­
ses of the fearful spectacle of man projecting into space 
human tension, human avarice, and human unwisdom? Do 
we not see man aggravating human insecurity here on the
AHS B



2 AFRICAN HISTORICAL STUDIES

terrestrial globe by his senseless projection of his ideological 
warfare and weaponry into space?

In contrast is African exploration which focused on man in 
Africa, producing reflexes on man outside the continent. It is 
because human beings were in Africa that, throughout the 
epochal century of African exploration—that is from the 
founding of the African Association in 1788 to the eve of the 
Scramble’—the audience commanded by the geographical 

missionaries in Europe was great indeed.1 The accounts of 
their encounters with Africans cast an unmistakable spell on, 
and sustained the interest of, their audience and curiosity 
about the African—his habits and habitudes, his moral and 
social laws, his virtues and vices, his mores and norms, his 
cosmology and spiritual thoughts, his understanding and 
mastery of his world and so on—was unending and undimin­
ishing throughout the century. Casual patrons of the 
Africana section of any major library can easily sample and 
verify the quantity and quality of the materials with which 
explorers of Africa, and amateur students of their efforts, 
fed the voracious appetite of readers in the crucial century of 
African exploration. The respect enjoyed by John Leyden’s 
A Historical and Philosophical Sketch of the Discoveries and 
Settlements of the Europeans in Northern and Western A frica 
(Edinburgh, 1799) emboldened him to do a bolder work, the 
posthumously published Historical Account of Discoveries 
and in Africa from the Earlier Ages to the Present Time 
(Edinburgh, 1818). Three editions were published within a 
year of Mungo Park’s accounts of his first journey to West 
Africa. The amount of interest in African exploration by 
readers tn Europe in the nineteenth century can be meas­
ured from the facts that in 1814, when African exploration 
was still in its infancy the publishers of John Pinkerton’s A 
General Collection of the Best «nd Most i„,eresli yo 
and Travels tn All Parts of lhe WorU - 4
mg two volumes to Africa m the seventeen-volume work; C. 
A. Walckenaer in France published in 1842 his tWentvrone 

sxXai xvte r r1885 the four volume Special Edition of Robert Brown TftXry 
of Africa and us Explorers- and j„ 1890 Paul Bory’s Les
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explorateurs de I'Afrique (Tours) had achieved second edi­
tion status.

It was because African exploration was man-centred that, 
much as their time has been devoted to other themes in the 
very short history of research into the African past, scholars 
have begun, just begun, to pay attention to the geographical 
missionaries, in the context of the African milieu in which 
they operated.2 Even the film industry has, through tele­
vision, entertained millions of fans with the theme of African 
exploration.’

The human element of African exploration is the key to a 
proper evaluation of the geographical missionaries. Their 
importance and the popularity of their works were not owed 
primarily to the fact that they had much to reveal to Europe 
about the uniqueness of the continent’s flora and fauna, or 
the myths and courses of its rivers, or its topographical 
shapes, or that the explorers had much to reveal of the 
potential wealth of Africa and the material ‘benefits that 
could accrue to Europe from its exploitation, or that they 
had much to say about Africans as exotic, curious, and 
strange members of the human family. All these elements 
and more were certainly there, but as far as the geographical 
missionaries and their accounts were concerned the object of 
attention was man, both in the context of Africa and of the 
wider world. Did the explorer find the African in a state of 
moral filthiness and social anarchy? The reaction of the 
former was not just to condemn the latter but also to con­
sider what measures he might persuade his countrymen or 
government in Europe to take to help elevate the allegedly 
benighted African to what were considered proper moral 
standards and show him the path to achievement of a stable 
society. Did he find the African in a state of moral superior­
ity and orderly government? The explorer appreciated such 
virtues, merely expressing surprise that Africans could be 
capable of virtues which the white man in Europe or the 
New World should emulate. Did the explorer find in the 
African emotions, whims, and caprices, as are common to 
human societies in all climes and all ages? The explorer 
paused to philosophize about the oneness and sameness of 
humanity everywhere. Did the geographical missionary want
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to emphasize the technological backwardness of th
and the latter’s incapacity to extract the wealth ? African 
bowels of the soil? The explorer considered how t^A^ the 
would derive advantages from the white man tea ric.an 
the techniques of tapping the wealth of his continent1?8 him 
benefit of mankind, that is in the Dual Mandate fa h* tIle

It is in this crucial realm of human excellence wh°h' • 
turn produced in him unstinted empathy for and 1C” *n 
standing of, Africans that Mungo Park, the illustrious^’ 
and hero deserves to be remembered on the world nla dCOt 
for all time. The first major explorer of Africa in the gold^ 
century of the classical unfolding of the continent with 
whom this chapter is concerned, deserves to be remembered 
for reasons other than have been advanced by groups of 
people in the last century and a half. For mankind, I con­
tend, Mungo Park’s importance does not lie in his geo­
graphical discovery for which contemporaries adored him- 
the speculation of the Niger flowing from the west to the east 
by Herodotus undermined the novelty of his discovery. 
Neither does his importance lie in the nature and extent of 
his discoveries; others, notably Heinrich Barth, John Han­
ning Speke, and David Livingstone who were more favour­
ably circumstanced than he, trekked further and mapped 
more than Mungo Park did. Nor does Park's importance lie 
in scholarship; whatever his poetic ability, or the academic 
disposition which some contemporaries discerned in him, he 
was a puny figure compared to such explorers as Heinrich 
Barth, Joseph Thomson, Richard Francis Burton, and 
Samuel White Baker. In fact the journals for which he is 
known in libraries, do not owe their literary merits to him, 
but rather to the racist, Bryan Edwards, to whose spell 
Mungo Park seemed to succumb. Mungo Park's importance 
does not lie in the imperial implications of his discoveries 
other veritable empire-makers such as Cecil Rhodes, Fre­
derick D. Lugard, and George Taubman Goldie were to 
paint parts of Africa red. What is more, an empire-maker is 
bound to have restricted and ephemeral respect rather t an 
universal and eternal respect. Park's importance does not ie 
in the fact that he has been adored by Scots on the platfonn 
of Scottish nationalism: others, among them explorers i
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David Livingstone and literary giants like his friend, Sir Wal­
ter Scott, share Scottish adoration with him. Moreover this 
would be reducing Mungo Park to a mere Scottish national 
figure.

As a person Mungo Park would be a fitting subject for the 
psychoanalyst. Born into a society which emphasized Christ­
ianity, his father intended that this young man, who had the 
temper and disposition of the minister of the gospel, should 
choose his career in the Church. But not only did the young 
Mungo Park, consumed with intense faith in God, refuse to 
wag his head in a pulpit, he chose the medical profession for 
which he had no liking whatsoever. Whilst he registered for 
medicine in Edinburgh he spent most of his time botanizing, 
a circumstance that may explain the absence of his name 
from the roll of Edinburgh Doctors of Medicine. Legiti­
mately ambitious and desirous of‘distinguishing myself and 
requiring ‘a greater name than any ever did,’4 he was a very 
shy man who cherished loneliness, far from the madding 
crowd, and eschewed publicity. Nothing illustrates his self­
effacing nature better than his journals in which he would 
neither exaggerate nor seek artificially to captivate his audi­
ence. An off-putting and reticent person, whom the contem­
porary public could not understand and whose intelligence 
and conversational ability were undervalued, he was asses-, 
sed as gifted and very intelligent by Sir Walter Scott, the 
famous writer, and by Dr Adam Ferguson, a Professor of 
Moral Philosophy in Edinburgh University, both of whom 
knew him personally. Mauled by contemporaries who 
ascribed to him a pro-slave trade sympathy, he held 
abolitionist opinions but was inexplicably taciturn, refusing 
to make public his abolitionist views, a situation politically 
exploited by Bryan Edwards, a notorious supporter of the 
slave trade.5

Mungo Park was never single-minded as to what he 
wanted to do in life. Between 1799, when the materials on 
his first journey to West Africa had been sent to the press, 
and 1804, when the plan for the second journey was on 
hand, he considered turning a farmer; he hankered after a 
cushy political position with the British Government;6 he 
toyed with the idea of exploring New Holland and China; he
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h ker8 A word of two more on the strange character of 
Muneo Park. To what extent was he money-minded? The 
evidence is strong that he rejected offers to explore New 
Holland because the financial reward would be very little. 
He abandoned professional medical practice in Scotland 
because he was not making enough money, whilst the finan­
cial promise of the Niger exploration project gratified him. 
Again, although the hazards of the first journey to West 
Africa had undermined his health, inflicting dyspepsia on 
him to the extent that he became indifferent to food, yet he 
chose—a rather foolhardy decision—to return to the conti­
nent. Finally it is a mystery that Mungo Park went out on his 
second journey in the wet season, which he knew only too 
well to be the worst time of the year to embark on explora­
tion.

Nevertheless, for mankind Mungo Park was a great man, a 
man of the universe with a universal message for all men, 
one of the earliest and, in my judgment, the greatest expo­
nent and apostle of the concept of the unity of mankind. This 
concept is the element of greatness found in explorers from 
Mungo Park to Joseph Thomson, a special class of students 
of Africa and Africans on the spot, and the least influenced 
by anti-Negro prejudices with which innocent whites in con­
temporary Europe and the New World had been inoculated 
by doctrinaire negrophobist writers.9 The African, Mungo 
Park and his fellow geographical missionaries discovered 
and recorded, was a member of the human species essen­
tially no whit different from his white counterpart in human 
terms. Like the white man, the African could be kind or 
cruel; he had his feelings; he could fight wars in pursuit of 
ideals; he could be a fanatically religious animal; he could be 
a racist, believing that the most perfect human being was the 
African with his black skin and that the white man was a 
peeled man; like the white man he believed in magic, super­
stition, and charms. Mungo Park and his fellow geographical 
missionaries discovered, and recorded, that the African 
hpUh aPPrec*ate ar,d requite kindness by the outsider, that 

a commercial skill, that he was not necessarily irration-
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ally xenophobic, but was capable of forging harmonious rela­
tions with outsiders who were prepared to recognize him as a 
human equal.

The element of the oneness of humanity, which is the 
quintessence of the recordings of the explorers of Africa in 
the century between the inauguration of the African Associ­
ation and the Berlin West African Conference, is the theme 
that has eluded students of African exploration. And it is a 
theme of crucial significance, for Africans and the white 
races, illustrating in bold relief that there was a time when 
members of the white race had human understanding of the 
African with unstinted empathy and scientific objectivity.

It should be repeated that the best tribute we can pay to 
Mungo Park as an explorer of Africa is in the realm of 
human understanding. This is not to say that in his career 
and travels in West Africa he was not a symbol of human 
excellence in other respects. Consider his himalayan opti­
mism in face of problems that would have sapped the hope­
fulness and resourcefulness of lesser men. In spite of the 
inauspicious climatic circumstances of his second 
journey—which had been postponed for years—he could 
still record on 26 April 1805 from the River Gambia:

I know that you [Dr Thomas Anderson] will rejoice to hear that 
... the kind hand of providence has thus far made our journey 
prosperous. We set off tomorrow morning for the interior, with 
the most flattering prospect of finishing our Expedition in the 
course of six months with honours to ourselves and benefit to 
mankind.10

Or consider his quixotic patriotism, though not jingoism, 
which impelled him to return to the African continent in the 
hope of giving glory to his country, his stoical fibre, the 
equanimity, Christian resignation, and philosophic calmness 
with which he bore his sufferings, and his philosophy of life, 
that a man’s greatness lay in pursuit of sublime renown, even 
if this could be won only by dying in the flower of youth. 
Hence his return to Africa where he had suffered oppressive 
loneliness, where he had been reduced to the status of a 
slave, the nightmare of which perpetually haunted him, 
where the danger of his being eaten by lions was very great,
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and where his hitherto splendid health had been put on sor 
trial by the rigours of the climate. This man, Mungo pari.e 
preferred a short life with honour, triumph, and victory * death to a long life with shame and defeat, hence his aban" 
donment of the affection of, and for, his wife and four chil 
dren for martyrdom in his titanic effort to solve what was 
his contemporaries the gargantuan Niger riddle.

Mungo Park was no more than one of a whole legion of 
explorers of Africa in the century under investigation But 
whilst it is true that with variations here and there depending 
on their different personalities, temperament, and the parts 
of Africa and the times in which they operated, what has 
been said about our Scottish celebrity in terms of his sphinx- 
like resolve to win renown at personal expense as well as in 
terms of the human centredness of his efforts, would hold 
true for all of them, the point should be stressed again and 
again that Mungo Park demonstrated palpably greater 
charitableness and humaneness towards Africans, and that 
this fact should put him on a higher ethical plane than 
Richard Francis Burton, John Hanning Speke, Samuel 
White Baker, and Henry Morton Stanley. It is beyond dis­
pute that he showed a more dispassionate and less jaundiced 
attitude towards Africa’s cultural heritage than most of his 
colleagues, a factor which harnessed his understanding of the 
African and made him, in my opinion, greater than the 
almost legendary religion-encrusted David Livingstone.

The uniquely unstinted empathy of Mungo Park may be 
explained to a certain extent by the fact that he was born into 
an environment not dissimilar to that of the West Africa he 
knew—an agrarian society by no means sophisticated, distri­
buted into small houses crowded with people, a society and 
natural ecology not yet dehumanized by technology. Himself 
a man of plebeian origin, he found relatively easy accord with 
iL'ibju poor Africans, in marked contrast to James Bruce, a 
c- temporary Scottish explorer who partly because of his 
aristocratic and affluent background looked upon Africans 
■•!,h contempt, contumacy, and much less sympathy. But it 
should be added that Mungo Park had in addition a 
',u’ <r/an disposition as was evidenced by his philanth­
ropic medical ministration in Peebles. Here, according to the
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testimony of Sir Walter Scott, Mungo Park would ride five or 
six miles by night to give free treatment to poor and miser­
able people.11

Partly because they were less endowed with humanitarian 
instincts and ability to suppress racial prejudices and partly 
because they lived through the middle of the nineteenth cen­
tury, when apostles of racism in Europe and the United 
States turned out a great deal of literature, many of the later 
nineteenth century explorers in Africa preached the doctrine 
of the inferiority of Africans and were brusque and swash­
buckling whenever they had an opportunity to reveal the 
baser elements of their being.12 Thus J. H. Speke dislodged 
the teeth of an African colleague, Bombay; R. F. Burton, an 
incorrigibly opinionated and fanatical hater of the Negro 
race, poured out bitter sarcasm upon Africans; J. M. Stanley 
lynched Africans with an easy conscience that confounded a 
negrophobist like R. F. Burton, making use of his large band 
of followers to bully his way through Africa, chaining, 
flogging, and hanging Africans.

Nevertheless, the prejudiced views of a few of the explor­
ers who found it difficult to measure up to the standard of 
charity and humanity so clearly practised by the better ones 
like Mungo Park, Heinrich Barth, V. L. Cameron, and 
Joseph Thomson, cannot detract from the value of the 
accounts and journals they left behind, which accounts and 
journals reveal delightfully in bold relief the unique human 
understanding element of African exploration. But before 
we make observations about the salutary timing of African 
exploration and about the explorers in the crucial century of 
excellent and effective dialogue and human understanding in 
Afro-white relations, a word or two should be said about 
their unmatched heroism. For the hardships they underwent, 
the dangers faced, and the difficulties they overcame, for the 
virtues which must make a man great and which they 
exhibited—self-control, patient endurance, tolerance, and 
quest for true knowledge and understanding—the explorers 
remain unrivalled. As they disappeared into the unknown 
interior of Africa, shaking off their feet the dust of Europe, 
they integrated themselves into African society. There was 
no Jodrell Bank Observatory or tracking station, no Hous-
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. „.. n-vis) control station to follow them in their exn|oits „ 

.... UC them from danger. Indeed news about many of th.
» not heard for years. James Bruce, the famous expS 
-f the Blue Nile, had been given up as dead when he , 
emerged: Mungo Park was not finally given up as dead unfl 
’ue^ty years after the last communication was received from 
-m. anxieties filled the air in Britain about David Living 
xtone because for a long time no news was received from or 
about, him until H. M. Stanley was sent out to locate him 
And with the possible exception of H. M. Stanley, none of 
the explorers made money out of their exertions on behalf of 
mankind, in spite of personal sufferings and the tragic end of 
manv of them. James Bruce died from a fall from a staircase, 
his breastbone broken; Mungo Park’s body dissolved into 
the Niger bed somewhere in Nigeria, and in the process of 
looking for him one of his sons dropped dead from a forbid­
den tree on the Gold Coast; Frederick Hornemann, a Ger­
man. disappeared completely in the direction of Nupeland; 
John Leyland, a Don Quixote American trans-continentalist 
dreamer expired in Egypt after taking a large dose of vit- 
~:i: acid: J. H. Speke had a beetle locked in his ears in East 
Afr.ta and was killed in England by the discharge of his own 
c_- David Livingstone had to fight a duel with a lion in the 
-- .z\ : xhich he sustained very serious injuries.

■ African exploration, rather than the exploration of 
"t: continent, singled out as significant in human 

~'.z uniqueness of African exploration, it seems to 
partly in its timing and partly in the relatively 

"z- '2 between its beginning and its succession by 
' ' quest and rule. African exploration began in an

• ' *he humanitarian pulse was quickening in a 
'- ' 'buential people in Europe and when the spirit 
' - ' anc thirst after knowledge for its own sake 

>- " - ' ' ion able in European countries. By the last quar 
' ; - : /.'tenth century sympathy for the downtrodden 

■S' - /; err Javed Africans had gathered momentum, 
formation of the Abolition Movement. 1

< /pre/.ion of Afrophilism was a culmination o 
■■■ lief that had been growing in a number 

a ' ‘ ritury that the African was a human e1
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who should be understood on the human plane, rather than 
through the mirror of his inhuman enslaver. Thus in 1673 
Richard Baxter lectured his white audience that Africans 
‘are of as good a kind as you; that is, they are reasonable 
creatures as well as you; born to as much natural liberty. If 
their sins have enslaved them to you, yet Nature made them 
your equals.’13

If some people in Europe had doubted the humanity of 
the Negro and had found it difficult to accept Baxter’s view 
that slave traders ‘are fitter to be called incarnate devils than 
Christians’, doubts about the intellectual capacity of Afri­
cans began to be removed when slaves of African origin in 
Europe and the New World began to reveal high-quality 
minds.14 There was, for instance, Ayuba Suleiman Diallo, 
otherwise known as Job Ben Solomon, who was sold to the 
New World and was redeemed in England by the African 
Company. Proficient in Arabic, he was introduced to the 
Duke of Montague who was pleased with his ‘genius and 
capacity’. Or consider Phyllis Wheatley, a self-taught stu­
dent of Latin and English, in the New World who translated 
Ovid and had her thirty-nine poems published in 1773 in the 
collection, Poems on Various Subjects, Religious and Moral. 
The poems were rated an incredible achievement. Or take 
Ignatius Sancho, born in a slave ship bound for the West 
Indies. Ending up in England, he became a literary luminary 
and won a wide circle of illustrious literary figures. His Let­
ters of the Late Ignatius Sancho ran into five editions. One 
more example: Wilhelm Amo who left Nzima (on the Gold 
Coast) about 1707, lived in Holland with the son of the 
Duke of Brunswick-Wolfenbuttel, later studied and lectured 
at the universities of Halle, Jena, and Wittenberg where he 
wrote a thesis and was awarded a citation describing him as 
‘vzr nobilissime et clarissime\i5

The humanitarian climate in which African exploration 
took place and which was responsible for the high and un­
exampled degree of human understanding in Afro-white 
relations has not been repeated since. It deserves more than 
casual mentioning. Apart from the abolitionist cause, there 
were great missionary movements which led to the forma­
tion of the great missionary societies whose crucial exertions



AFRICAN HISTORICAL STUDIES

12 • . -
r • have been fairly examined; there was also the in Africa ha in 1787, to my mind a palpable

of genuine altruism and humanitarianism in the 
1 • Str Afro-white relations.
hlTheynoint to stress is that the leaders of the humanitarian 

mpnK were genuine lovers of mankind m general and 
^Africans in particular. Moved by the impulse that the 
African had been misused and misunderstood m the cen­
turies of the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the friends of aboli­
tion’ such as the Duke of Gloucester, William Wilberforce, 
Granville Sharp, Thomas Clarkson, and Thomas Babington 
Macaulay formed in 1807 the African Institution. The credo 
of these Afrophiles was simple: the upliftment of the African 
was a vicarious and mandatory obligation which the white 
man should seek to fulfil. This was because, they contended, 
the African had been misunderstood, misvalued, and treated 
as if he were not a human being. In their words, ‘a heavy 
debt had been accumulating on all white men to that race 
whose interests had long been sacrificed to theirs.’16 A new 
era of understanding should be ushered in by white peoples, 
but in particular by the British who in the period of the slave 
trade had allegedly brought darkness and misery to Africans 
and had thereby stood in the way of their advancement in 
the scale of civilization. Henceforth, they opined, Britain 
‘ought now to interfere, in order to accelerate its progress, 
and make up for the time formerly lost through her means.’ 
British people should seek to understand the African—not 
through the pages of anti-Negro literature with which the 
market was hitherto flooded but through accounts of authen­
tic and true knowledge garnered inside Africa by ‘travellers 
and correspondents’. The altruism and idealism of the Afri­
can Institution can hardly be surpassed and some of their 
declarations are worth hearing:

?0/!?nK>te the instruction of the Africans in letters and in 
nativ ™ledge’ and cultivate a friendly connexion with the 
lanX. that continent. To obtain a knowledge of the principal 
tSe8 o a 1Ca’ and’ as has al^ady ^en found to be prac- 
diffusion itfi fCe taem t0 wr*t*ng, with the view to facilitate the 

n orrnation among the natives of that country.18
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There was to be no imperial ambition, no economic gain of 
any kind for Britain. ‘First of all’, they proclaimed, ‘the Afri­
can Institution disclaims in the outset all projects of a colo­
nial or commercial nature. It embarrasses itself with no con­
cerns of government—no mercantile speculations—no fac­
tories or ports—not even with the possession of a single ship 
or an acre of land.’

The Association for Promoting the Discovery of the Inter­
ior Parts of Africa, otherwise known as the African Associa­
tion, founded on 9 June 1788 was in a large measure a part 
of the humanitarian movement in Britain of the last quarter 
of the eighteenth century. The objectives of this Association, 
which sponsored exploration to Africa until 1831 when it 
was incorporated in the Royal Geographical Society, should 
be clearly grasped. Although the Association was primarily a 
group of men with scientific interests, it should be stressed 
that many of them, as many of their supporters,. were 
abolitionists. Moreover, the humane quality of the founda­
tion members and directors of the Association, it has been 
discovered, was very high indeed.19 They were liberals and 
humanists who believed in doing good. In this respect the 
energetic President of the Association from the early days 
until his death in 1820, Sir Joseph Banks, was a munificent 
patron of science and explorers. Aptly described as ‘the 
father of research, the laborious advocate of enquiry and the 
friend of the adventurous traveller’, he was the patron of 
Mungo Park and he died childless deriving no benefit for 
himself. Of the members the historian of the Association 
says, they were of liberal opinion, ‘opponents of the war with 
the American colonies, and supporters of the Abolitionist 
movement’.20

The African Association was impelled by the spirit of 
enquiry and its members were by and large seekers after 
knowledge for its own sake in the best tradition of scholar­
ship. Little wonder that the terms of reference given to the 
explorers they sponsored enjoined the geographical mis­
sionaries to be fact-gatherers and keen students of African 
society, hence the rigorous interview of candidates for explo­
ration, who were expected to widen human horizons and 
push the frontiers of knowledge ever forward, particularly in
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, the new sciences of mineralogy, ethnology, and 
‘ - 1 n u which came into existence in the last quarter 

' !'hCS . nth century. The Renaissance-type spirit of the 
‘',>K'Ch ?hich members of the African Association were

*’lh 1 wis exemplified in many enthusiasts of explo-
' "rTAo/instancc John Leyden, an alumnus of Edin-

’ trxitv whose pioneering work on African explo- 
?* Mentioned in the first pages of this chapter and 

° ' < offered his services to the African Association
a'W ;ke of Mungo Park. A physician and a poet, he

' Hebrew Arabic, and Persian, apart from the Scan- 
languages. Transferring himself to Madras as an 
surgeon he studied Sanskrit and translated from 

p'T.*?' Hindustani.2’ Or consider the intellectual effort of
' -‘f " ide geographer, Hugh Murray. A keen follower of 
A vurse of African exploration for half a century, who had 

1* rhe Edinburgh excise office as a clerk, he became a
A of the Royal Society of Edinburgh in 1816. He 

: " d and completed Leyden s Historical Accounts of 
ni*™eries and Travels in Africa, produced his magnum

Encyclopaedia of Geography (London 1834), and 
^4-ame a member of the Royal Geographical Society of 
London 22 Little wonder that the spirit of enquiry at the 
scholarship and erudition level pervaded the works of such 
explorers as J. L. Burckhardt, Heinrich Barth, and Richard 
F OrrTotlier element of the auspicious humanitarian climate 
: the last quarter of the eighteenth century tn Eur op*, 

•--atnst which the explorers went into Africa, was 
savage* doctrine according to which ph.
and moralists romanticized the being o human being 
primeval state. The African became the
of Utopians who in the romantic vie thejr QWn
dominant in the period were unable to fi The
European community the ideal human p ' tora], a 
romantics mythically depicted Africa uiyihcal Y pa^ 
simulacrum of prelapsarian Eden. T e S1 the uto- 
suftkient regimen of the Negroes appto^inl‘ rterhy jaded 
pian ideal w hich was ardently, if vainly, soug
Western Europe.23
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In the meantime in the last decade of the eighteenth cen­
tury the continent to which men of scholarly disposition were 
prepared to apply their minds and resourcefulness and the 
subject of abstract idealization by men of letters in Europe, 
was the least known in the world, in spite of its geographical 
proximity to Europe; the early colonization of its northern 
periphery in the earlier centuries of the Christian era by 
Carthaginians, Romans, and Greeks; the speculations about 
the continent by Herodotus, Ptolemy, and Pliny; the early 
knowledge of the eastern coastal areas by the Greeks in the 
first century and by the Muslims from the seventh century; 
the circumnavigation of the continent by Vasco da Gama 
towards the end of the fifteenth century; and the existence 
for centuries of commercial relations between Europe and 
the heartland of the African continent.

This is not the forum to go into the reasons for the lateness 
of African exploration which induced writers to giv.e the 
continent such epithets as ‘The Last of the Continents’, ‘The 
Expiring Continent’, ‘The Hopeless Continent’ and ‘The 
Dark Continent’. Whether it was the preoccupation of the 
whites with the exploitation of the New World and 
Australia, rather than inability to conquer Africa (in spite of 
the hostilities of the natives of America and Australia who in 
a month’s warfare in the former killed more white people 
than ever perished in the whole history of African explora­
tion); whether it was the terrifying climate of the known 
parts of the continent; whether it was the ignorance of the 
enormous wealth of Africa;—what is clear is that the aver­
age man in Europe had a frightful mental picture of the 
continent, of its peoples, and of its beasts, a picture which in 
our day sensation-mongers who describe themselves as 
journalist-visitors to Africa still love to present to eager 
innocent readers in some parts of the western world. In 
popular belief the heart of the continent was considered a 
furnace, the sun burning there to the point that a white man 
could be roasted by it; the continent was full of deserts; 
strange beasts, including gorgons, found their solace there; 
Africans in the interior must have peculiar forms—perhaps 
they were wearing tails, perhaps they were living in trees; 
their society must be uncouth and peculiar. Despite the cart-
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□graphical achievement of De Lisle in the earlv 
eighteenth century (his main achievement wa/th^u of the 
Ethiopia on the 10°N latitude, correcting its nrPv- he sited 
tion on the 10°S latitude) the grandest features ofUSAP<°Si' 
were either distorted, or vaguely traced, or left i Africa 
So imperfect was the state of knowledge at the b1”c.OmPlete. 
the nineteenth century that in the best charts fullv tw?!!!? 01 
of Africa appeared a blank, or, what was worse cha 
mountains and trackless deserts, rivers, lakes and’sea. T 01 
laid down ad libitum, their course and direction ’b 
determined by no other scale or dimension than the m? 
whim of the map-maker, and many of them having no exi? 
tence but on paper. Well could Jonathan Swift, the English 
novelist, be amused by the abysmal ignorance of the white 
man about Africa that he recorded:

Geographers in Afric Maps
With Savage Pictures fill their Gaps;
And o’er unhabitable downs 
Place Elephants for want of Towns.

The timing of African exploration was Africa’s gain. Foi 
wellnigh a century, the African continent was explored by a 
special class of people whose relations with Africans were ol 
the best in the history of Afro-white relations, and whose 
journals, letters, and recording emphasize in bold relief that 
they understood, or strove to understand, the African in 
relation to his milieu. As the explorers tramped the conti­
nent, the full force of the news media of the humanitarians 
was behind them, reporting their geographical achievements 
but emphasizing as well the responsibility ol the w ite man 
to the African—how the white man should C hr,stian'ze 
African, induct him in literary education, devc op e 
lerial resources of the continent for the bene t o f
can as of the white man, and transform t e r Munec 
‘civilized’ status. As will be shown present y, r0 . . a fri- 
Park to Heinrich Barth the relations of explorers 
cans were largely cordial, mutual, and Pa*en V 0 bere ir 
kind. And it should be remarked that t e a 
which this cordial relation was taking p ace 
which, up to the middle of the nineteent c
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humanitarians in Britain eschewed conquest and were 
primarily concerned with how best to improve the lot of the 
African.

The point to stress is the intention or motive of the 
humanitarian supporters of the geographical missionaries 
and of the latter themselves. Their motive was genuine: they 
wanted Africans to become like themselves and Africa to be 
as developed as Europe. That implementation of their excel­
lent wishes would yield bad social and cultural results in 
some directions is a different matter. The excellence of the 
spirit and of the Afrophilism in which African exploration 
began was so palpable that an alumnus of Edinburgh univer­
sity observed in 1799: ‘The close of the eighteenth century 
. . . forms an era in its history, when the researches and 
transactions of Europeans in that country [Africa] began to 
be directed by justice, benevolence and the desire of know­
ledge, instead of avarice and ambition.’25

The literature on African exploration in the period under 
consideration reveals in bold relief that from the last quarter 
of the eighteenth century to the middle of the nineteenth 
century there was a class of Europeans, particularly British, 
who had a much better and more authentic image of Africa 
and Africans than that depicted by Philip Curtin.26 The Afri­
can they encountered, averred the explorers, was a human 
being who possessed characteristics essentially similar to 
those of a white man. In the words of Mungo Park: ‘what­
ever difference there is between the Negro and European in 
the conformation of the nose and the colour of the skin, 
there is none in the genuine sympathies and characteristic 
feelings of our common nature.’27 The African had feelings, 
emotions, and prejudices; he could be vain or meek; he 
loved to be respected and honoured; he had in a great mea­
sure self-pride and self-dignity; he evolved his own moral 
laws, value-systems, and ideas which he believed were best 
for himself and which he would not change for alien ones, 
except at the point of the bayonet; he had his own views 
about human creation and about other peoples.

On the level of human understanding of the African, the 
explorers discovered that, like the white man, he could be 
hostile or hospitable, charitable or avaricious in his dealing
AHS— (
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with strangers, but whichever the case 
considered sound reasons; he was contemLT'th<’u> Wha. u 
in which his ancestors had lived, had d.W1‘hhism;iheS 
their being; he had his religion whichn^Land had 
which he had the right to believe—was the t beheved-an^ 
he could be fanatical about his religion f°r hin«elf— 
hardly ever so fanatical to the scale of his J Ugh he Wa“ 
terpart in the seventeenth century. Like the wh°Pean C0Un  
explorers discovered, the African could be cni!" T”’ the= 
nocentric, believing that his customs and instil mi y e,h' 
the best in the world. He could be a racist belie°"S Were 
God created man black. Thus the wives of Ali, the sot 
of Ludamar who oppressed Mungo Park in a special'8" 
counted the explorer’s toes and fingers to ascertain that he 
was a human being;

in Fattecunda the wives of the ruler were amazed at the white­
ness of my skin and the prominency of my nose. They insisted 
that both were artificial. The first, they said, was produced when 
I was an infant, by dipping me in milk; and they insisted that my 
nose had been pinched every day. till it had acquired its present 
and unnatural conformation.*8

Thus in Kukia, Bornu, the sight of Major Denham s skin 
created ‘curiosity and alarm—one little girl was in such 
agonies of tears and fright at the sight of me, that noth.ng 

could console her.’29 understand, wasThe African, the explorers were ab^to undt^ti 

neither a simpleton nor dn ea*y insisting on probing th« 
tively suspicious of the whi e . ’ -on into Africa befor 
motives behind the white mani was industrious,
giving him a whole-hearte w rudjmentary techno
good businessman, and maste ab|e w understan
ogy. Like white men, the explorers. jnvolved in poWe
Africans were politica anirn' ’ states jnto kingdoms
politics, forming states and fo g g and concepts, h 
empires; they nursed ,and constitutions^
evolved administrative . ntjve genius and w 
did much credit to their invent. g^ for which they w£ 
undeniably suitable diplomats in re a
intended. They were astute dip
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themselves as they were to be astute diplomats in their rela­
tions with white intruders. Africans fought among them­
selves, not because they were more brutal than other 
peoples, but because, like their European or American con­
temporaries, they cherished ideas and aspirations which 
have haunted man from time immemorial—patriotism, 
chauvinism, independence, rejection of alien domination, 
the desire to possess sources of wealth owned by other 
people, megalomania, the desire to rule other peoples or 
impose one’s religion over another people. There were 
efficient intriguers; there were ambitious individuals who 
emerged as heroes; there were good and bad men.

These human characteristics which the geographical mis­
sionaries discovered that Africans shared with the rest of 
mankind and which seem self-evident to present-day profes­
sional scholars, were denied to Africans in the literature 
before and after this crucial century of African exploration. 
The prejudices of the pre-exploration literature on Negroes 
are sufficiently well known not to require any comments. It 
suffices to say that this body of literature was not based upon 
empirical data and that the status of slaves in which the white 
man knew the African for centuries only reinforced the pre­
judices. Nor do we need to pause long on the deliberate, but 
logical, refusal of the white man to seek to understand the 
African in the post-African exploration period. The scramb­
lers for Africa were not fact-finders like the geographical 
missionaries; the colonial masters were not interested in 
understanding Africans, whom they assumed to be a lesser 
class of human being than the white. There was no question 
of the colonial rulers recognizing that Africans had legiti­
mate feelings, emotions, and ideas that they cherished. The 
hands of the clock were put back. In place of the human 
understanding of Africans by the explorers was an 
enthronement of the principle of Might constituting Right.

The selfish and deliberate misunderstanding of the Afri­
can began with the invasion and conquest of the continent in 
the last years of the nineteenth century. Thus the invaders 
misunderstood the African when the latter, like any other 
human being, decided to fight for the fatherland and his 
cultural heritage: the African came to be labelled as a grossly
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20 „d«er of the forces of ’Civiliza-
ffS* S%wl"£icarretaedtoTay etax to a colonial

what he considered OPP dead in the bush. rather
salgars or asked him t ru]er label,ed hlm as an

elements of prog d Churcfo in favour of another
rejected *e " f can mi|ieu, he was labelled a renegade and 
fbaser being for whom the credo of Christianity was too 
African" ^colonial ruler's^scholarTof colonialism8 should 

take note that the writings of the apostles of the colonial 
system are among the greatest distortion of the African 
image in literature. 

The human understanding of the African by explorers can 
be explained by the circumstances in which they collected 
their facts. Unlike present-day travellers, often journalists, 
who jet through Africa more in weeks than in months and 
yet claim expert knowledge of Africans, the explorers travel­
led on foot, moved very very slowly from one place to 
another, usually sojourning for days, weeks, or months in 
important places at the wish of African rulers. Shaking off 
the dust of Europe, the geographical missionaries became 
willy-nilly respecters of the laws and customs of Africa; they 
realized they were in an entirely new world in which were 
operating social, political, and moral dynamics different 
from those of contemporary European society. To move 
A0™]0.11! P*ace t0 anot^er ^e prior consent of the ruler was 
latedUjn a nttravePer’s movements were regu- 
wantedtoiKp* ind u$ually, partly because some rulers 
political tension^ °th ™ f°F their °Wn ends’ PartlY because of 
m*ght require to XnX0^ and?e length °f time * 
town or State or no n k 6 consent °f the ruler in the next 
into exchange nrohip beCaUSe the exPlorers were running

8 problems’ or partly because climatic condi
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tions compelled sojourning in a place for months, the 
explorers were compelled to share the companionship of 
their African colleagues and put out detailed questionnaires 
to their hosts. To an extent no other set of white intruders 
was ever to do, the explorers were forced to use their facul­
ties in detail as they moved from place to place.

This is not to say that the explorers had a total and com­
prehensive understanding of African society which, like all 
human communities, was very complex. They were not 
researchers, as such; they were not equipped for such an 
enterprise. The weeks or months they had to study a com­
munity could not be enough to penetrate a society deeply. 
And even if they were equipped researchers and were willing 
to study a community for years, they could not have under­
stood much of society, for Africans did not accept these white 
intruders as members of society who should be allowed 
unrestricted access to the laws, norms, and the customs and 
institutions of society. Hence the limited nature of the reve­
lations of the explorers which were neither as comprehensive 
nor as accurate as the physical geographical information they 
gave. And it should be repeated that the explorers did not go 
to Africa primarily to explore the African; their primary 
mission was to explore the continent. To explore the African 
would have involved longer and sustained investigation of 
the African’s psychology, cosmology, thought-patterns, 
political ideas, religion and philosophy.

Nevertheless, in their casual and amateurish way, the 
intellectual response of the explorers to the African milieu 
and society was great and many-sided. Thus as they moved 
from place to place and from one people to another, their 
discerning intellect assessed the tale an old Roman inscrip­
tion had to tell, judged the height and observed the physiog­
nomy of peoples, compared the morphology of one language 
with that of another, watched closely the behaviour of the 
local chiefs, noted the misfortune befalling white ants, 
studied the planning of towns, appreciated the medicinal 
properties in plants, mapped trade routes, and collected 
economic data. As Mungo Park said, T had a passionate 
desire to examine into the productions of a country so little 
known, and to become experimentally acquainted with the
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modes of life, and character of the natives ’30
In their human understanding of the Afri 

the explorers learned in the interior was his deT the first 
be the master of his own house. To this end h^1^011 to 
mined that his laws should be obeyed a dt<as ter­
respected. Therefore the explorers became conf -cultUre 
the people’s food, gratefully shared their shelte °|mists’ ate 
speak their language, and were solicitous about to 
being of the rulers, whose authority the explo Wel1' 
recognize and respect. Not only did the explorersT ha6 to 
they must refrain from advocating ideas offensive*? that 
communities into which they had intruded, they akn i!° the 
that they must conform to the codes of behaviour Tf?? 
society in which they found themselves. There was no 
tion of the explorer being a bully, who could bludgeon a chief 
to submit to his wishes. In relation to the rulers the explorer 
was warned about his social inferiority and was made to 
appreciate that he was granted interviews as a matter of 
privilege. Quite often he was reminded that he was before 
his superiors. Mungo Park was warned in Medine that he 
should never attempt to shake hands with the king, and in 
Fattecunda that he should remove his sandals before appear­
ing before the king.31 In the state of Bagirmi. south-east of 
Bornu, Heinrich Barth was assailed for sitting on a carpet, 
thus arrogating to himself the status of a dignitary which he 
did not possess in that country.32

The explorers understood the human rights of Africans to 
assert their independence, preserve the integrity of their 
fatherland, and demand that aliens or intruders who desired 
to be welcome must recognize these facts. There was no 
condemnation of Africans, in the way the scram 
conquerors were to do later, for behaving in a way m w 
in similar circumstances white people would e ave. 
human community, the explorers realized, has its. eg es 
moral, social, and political susceptibilities w ic i ^ar_ 
outsiders to recognize and respect in order to ac |orers 
monious relations with the community. ^erstanding 
demonstrated human excellence and human un c ? a 
when they recognized this fact. Thus, alt oug perfor- 
convinced Christian, Mungo Park consented to
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mance of juju rituals to ensure the success of his journey; he 
became a charm-maker as the only way in which to satisfy 
Muslim hosts who insisted on having gri gri and as the only 
way to earn his livelihood at some point during his first jour­
ney.33 In order to make himself respectable in the Muslim 
society of Western and Central Sudan, Heinrich Barth 
adopted Muslim dress and took the name Abdel Karim 
(Servant of the Merciful). In Kukawa the German explorer 
participated in the Muslim Eid-el-Fitr festival, imitating the 
Kanuri by appearing in his best clothes. Richard Lander 
knew that an understanding of the Badagrians was an abso­
lute necessity if he was to be allowed to proceed beyond 
Badagry to the Niger. And having understood their disposi­
tion and social laws, which were at variance with the English 
social system, Lander had to behave like a Badagrian. Com­
ing from an English society where individualism was becom­
ing a virtue and taciturnity a respectable habit, Richard 
Lander found himself among a gregarious people who held 
the view that a sane man should not be lonely or wish to be 
lonely; that he must be demonstrably mirthful and sociable; 
that he must accept with good grace all visitors, no matter 
what time of the day, and participate zestfully in discussion. 
Though by nature of a melancholy disposition, Richard 
Lander had to submerge himself into the happy and bustling 
Badagrian life, leaving the following vituperation for his 
English audience:

Had Job, amongst his other trials, been exposed to the horrors 
of an interminable African palaver, his patience must have for­
saken him. For my part, I am of the opinion that I shall never be 
a general favourite with this ever-grinning and loquacious 
people. If I laugh, and laugh I most certainly must, it is done 
against my inclination, and consequently with a very bad grace. 
For the first five years of my life, I have been told that I was 
never seen to smile, and since that period Heaven knows, my 
merriment has been confined to particular and extraordinary 
occasions only. How then is it possible that I can be grinning 
and playing the fool from morning to night positively and swel­
tering at the same time under a sun that causes my body to burn 
with intense heat, giving it the appearance of shrivelled parch­
ment?34
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• , of the African by the explorers 
’in terms of the humanitarian elk 

circumstances in Africa to which we 
urselves. There was as well the per.

~ lv that, by and large, they were very fine
' •/minds disposed to perceive facts as they 

haracters oi nou.e diced anti-Negro literature would 
 ''lt,herS them to believe the facts were. They were 

have predisP“e“ tnhuman beings resolved to purge them- 
fin,C ^whatever prejudices had been fostered by such lit- 
selves of »h and his society. They therefore
Sthe Xn as human not only in respect of the vices, 
but also in respect of the virtues, tn his community. To this 
end Africans were seen in some ways as architects of high 
moral systems, judicial organizations, constitutions, and 
Governments, law and order, which these explorers did not 
hesitate to compare rationally with European customs and 
institutions. Indeed these explorers discovered and acknow­
ledged that in certain respects the white man had things to 
learn from Africans, just as the latter had to learn from the 
former.

Hugh Clapperton who travelled through the western 
periphery of Yorubaland in the third decade of the 
nineteenth century, at a time when in industrial Britain the 
penal law was severe because theft had become endemic in 
his country, could not refrain from commenting on the 
absence of theft and avariciousness in this part of Africa. He 
was astounded by the fact that the porters, usually days 
a ead of the explorers and who could have escaped with the 

djd not become avaricious, despite the tempting 
tht ? ur°Pean articles they were carrying. Moreoever 
ordinarypTebeVJs Cl” °f COVetousness among the simPle 
must be tabA 3 S’ CIaPPerton was constrained to observe, 
that their govern eV,dence that Yoruba society was orderly; 
made but obeyed*60* Was e^ctent; that laws were not only 
Yoruba were gifted with 
C^PPerton-s words:

1 cannot omit b
8 testimony to the singular and perhaps

human understanding 
lot be explained only i 
: in Europe and the ci 
so far addressed oi 

sonal factor, m.. 
charters of noble 
were, rai

fine specimens
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unprecedented fact, that we have already travelled sixty miles in 
eight days with a numerous and heavy baggage, and about ten 
different relays of carriers without losing so much as the value 
of a shilling public or private; a circumstance evincing not only 
somewhat more than common honesty in the inhabitants, but a 
degree of subordination and regular government which could 
not have been supposed to exist amongst a people hitherto 
considered barbarians.35

Indeed Clapperton discovered more: women in contempor­
ary Britain were garrulous; Yoruba women were equally 
endlessly loquacious. Listen to Hugh Clapperton again:

Humanity, however, is the same in every land; government may 
restrain the vicious principles of our nature, but it is beyond the 
power even of African despotism to silence a woman’s tongue: 
in sickness and in health, and at every stage, we have been 
obliged to endure their eternal loquacity and noise.36

The African whose virtues and common humanity with the 
rest of mankind were expostulated upon by the explorers 
was not a whit different from that person encountered by the 
white conquerors. But did the latter ever perceive and ac­
knowledge that the African peoples, upon whose heads fire 
and sword were being brought in the era of conquest, had a 
civilized government or high moral laws or orderliness? Did 
the conquerors show the finer traits of man which the 
explorers had and applied in their relations with Africans? 
Were the white successors of the explorers ever to see in 
themselves arrogant and racially sentiment-laden provokers 
of Africans, whom they refused to understand before they 
condemned and conquered?

The capacity of the African to appreciate and reciprocate 
kindness towards fellow Africans as well as towards non­
Africans, in the spirit of one kindness begetting another, is a 
very important facet of the human understanding of the 
African exemplified by the explorers. How many times was 
Mungo Park hungry and destitute, that he had to be taken 
care of, usually by women and the lowly in society, a 
phenomenon which this explorer used to put the lowly in 
Africa and Europe on the same human plane—‘knowing 
that in Africa, as well as in Europe, hospitality does not
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. hieher dwellings’.37 In 1791 Major Hough- 
■ierr exdorerof lhe Niger, had to pay tribute tofte 

L whose members nursed him out of fever
African tam,y remarked that Africans showed solicitude 
And itshoU nism t0 the explorers, a group of strangers 
and h“man'X'athey never knew; that they sheltered, fed’ 
W„kOede2 and made happy this set of destitute stranger^ 
Joked h m thev expected no reward. The eternal gratitude 
frXWexplorers to the African Good Samaritans is best pre- 
f fo the words of the Scottish protagonist of human 

Standing himself. Said Mungo Park:

It is impossible for me to forget the disinterested charity, and 
tender solicitude with which many of the poor heathens (from 
the Sovereign ... to the poor women who received me at differ­
ent times into their cottages when I was perishing of hunger) 
sympathised with me in my sufferings; relieved my distresses; 
and contributed to my safety.

Contrary to the false picture and distortion of the African 
which the white successors of the understanding explorers— 
the conquerors—were to use to justify their imperialism, 
that Africans were xenophobic, Africans were not only hos­
pitable to outsiders but were kind towards one another as 
well. They were not perpetually at war with one another. 
And when they were at war, it was not a question of war for 
its own sake but for achievement of nobler ends. Why should 
the white man picture Africans as being at enmity with one 
another for its own sake, asked Mungo Park. Was it not 
logical that a people—Africans—who were kind to those 
they had never seen, should even be kinder to each other? 
He declared:

It is surely reasonable to suppose that the soft and amiable 
sympathy of nature which was thus spontaneously manifested 
towards me, in my distress, is displayed by these poor people as 
occasion requires, much more strongly towards persons of their 

nation and neighbourhood, and especially when the objects 
guinity^4"0111^88*011 3re endearec*t0 them by the ties of consan-

As Houghton rz~^, 
'spontaneously threw
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natives of Medine whose houses went into flames.41 Or note 
the ethical principle which Mungo Park observed about the 
Feloops: ‘they display the utmost gratitude and affection 
towards their benefactors; and the fidelity with which they 
preserve whatever is intrusted [sic] to them is remarkable.’42

The explorers revealed human understanding of the Afri­
can in respect of other aspects of human life. Thus the exis­
tence of a judicial system, by no means inferior to what 
obtained in contemporary European society, was clearly 
acknowledged, even when the system was not a carbon-copy 
of the Western European type, or was the product of Islamic 
religion, or of African traditional religion. In this respect let 
us fall back on the first of the major explorers, Mungo Park, 
and his scholarly scientific understanding of the legal system 
among the Mandigoes. Notwithstanding his sufferings 
among Muslims and notwithstanding his preference for 
Christianity, he was able to describe the procedure for 
achievement of justice among his religious enemies. The 
functioning of the legal system and the skill of the lawyers, 
Park discloses, were not different from what one would see 
in Europe. In his words:

This frequency of appeal to written laws, Koran and Sharia, 
with which the Pagan natives are necessarily unacquainted, has 
given rise in their palavers to (what I little expected to find in 
Africa) professional advocates, or exponents of the law, who 
are allowed to appear and plead for plaintiff or defendant, much 
in the same manner as Counsel in the law courts of Britain. 
They are Mohammedan Negroes, who have made, or affect to 
have made, the laws of the Prophet their peculiar study; and if I 
may judge from their harangues, which I frequently attended, I 
believe that in the forensic qualifications of procrastination and 
cavil and the arts of confounding and perplexing a cause, they 
are not always surpassed by the ablest pleaders in Europe.43

The explorers were at their best when they did not just iden­
tify the vices in African society—and vices were many—but 
when they also recognized that these vices were not peculiar 
to Africans. In a rather exceptionally scholarly fashion the 
explorers explained these vices to their European audience, 
to enable the latter to understand the African in relation to 
those vices. Hence the refusal of the explorers to describe the
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28 contempt of Muslims for infidel
religious disP°SiXrerS"themselveS) as fanaticism or bigotry.

fact that they were very we|. 
Rather they ^rulers and were offered the hand of 
received by Muslim a Muslim escort around Kano com- 
friendship. Thus. an infidel to that of an ass, Clapperton 
pared the mentamy Muslim’s viewpoint his prejudice 
appreciated that m Sultan Bei]o of the Sokoto 
was fully justifie ’ suspicious of the motives behind the 
Caliphate was y Denham Niger Expedition, and 
Clapperton, Ou J’ Jorers about the religious wars be- 
remindecI one ft P.^ in Europe and the Mediterra- 
tWeeR,n?n his point was well taken.45 It was only in the era 
of conquest that the Muslim in the Western Sudan came to 
he misunderstood and labelled as an tncorngible bigot an 
u reasonable being who allegedly had never been provoked 
by the white conqueror and yet became a fanatical hater of 
the infidel. .

Consider the understanding of theft among the Mandigo 
demonstrated by Mungo Park with which he intended 
to educate his countrymen that, placed in circumstances 
similar to those in which the Mandigo began to steal, the 
Englishman would also steal. Unlike the Yoruba in whom, it 
will be remembered, Hugh Clapperton found no thieving 
propensities, there were elements among the Mandigo for 
whom the exciting manufactured and superior goods of the 
white intruders were irresistibly tempting. The appearance 
of such articles introduced a new element to Mande society. 
For the Mande community, as other pre-colonial African 
communities, was far more egalitarian than any communist 
society that has evolved in human history. It was a society 
in which no one had excessively too much or was abjectly 
poor. Diet, clothing, and shelter remained essentially the 
same with slaves as well as with masters. There was not the 
rich ° m,oney‘economy that could create a class of very 
and sSas’vM °f SOphiSt‘Cated Eur0Pean 8oods 
have-nots T W1<^en §aP between the haves and 
avarice. ° SUC^ 3 soc*etY there was little room for

H°WeVer the introduction of
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In the history of Afro-white relations what other class of 
white people sought to understand, and understood, the

Before we pronounce them a more depraved people than any 
other, it is well to consider, whether the lower order of people in 
any part of Europe, would have acted under similar circum­
stances with greater honesty towards me. It must not be forgot­
ten, that everyone was at liberty to rob me with impunity; and 
finally, that some part of my effects were of as great value in the 
estimation of the Negroes, as pearls and diamonds would have 
been in the eyes of a European. Let us suppose, a black mer­
chant of Hindustan to have found his way into the centre of 
England, with a box of jewels at his back; and that the laws of 
the kingdom afforded him no security; in such a case the won­
der would be, not that the stranger was robbed of any part of his 
riches, but that any part was left for a second depredation. Such, 
on sober reflection, is the judgment 1 have formed concerning 
the pilfering disposition of the Mandigo Negroes towards 
myself. Notwithstanding I was so great a sufferer by it, I do not 
consider that their natural sense of justice was perverted or 
extinguished; it was overpowered only, for the moment, by the 
strength of a temptation which it requires no common virtue to

• resist.46

different thing, and as explorers took along with them 
clothes, guns and other materials that aroused the curiosity 
of Africans many of the latter were anxious to have such 
goods. It speaks well for the orderliness and honesty in the 
traditional setting that explorers were not very much plun­
dered. But as in every human society there were some Afri­
cans who could not resist the impulse to steal such articles as 
were new to their experience. There was an additional factor 
in Mande society: as Muslims they felt that it was legitimate 
to plunder infidels, -thereby using religion to give expression 
to a vicious instinct. The result was that Mungo Park was 
robbed several times by some of them. This explorer did not 
go out of his way to condemn the entire Negro race or 
Mande tribe as thieves. In fact he would not even condemn 
the individuals who had robbed him; he merely explained 
their action in relation to the circumstances, whilst educating 
his audience that the white man would steal in similiar cir­
cumstances. Said Park:
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African in relation to the rest of mankind in this way? In 
what other class of literature could one find a scientific view 
0, e> • J1Crn.-,n re*at’on t0 his milieu in this way? What 
other klnd of literature would emphasize that in the white 
whprp thUf|tr^ ^ere Was beam in his countryman’s eye 
Afrie-m in see only the mote in the eye of the
How manv One may press t^le P°’nt home further, 
sought tn? SC| 0 ars °f Africa today can explain, or have 
way^unPoT^^d-J6 human nalure of the African in the 
anthroDolopS relation to theft? How many social 
humanMture oHhe AfXeded in,g®tting t0 ,he dep,h of the 
essentiallv th e . r,can’ and have seen this nature as 
“Lof Wlth ,he huma" of <’>her peop'es 
loday wou d «s eaTif",?067 H°W ma"y pe°P'e ~ 
were around or th >11 y,JWere SUre lhal no Policeme" 
there were say half n mill!™n°‘ be even,uall>' cau8ht- if

The high qual of h P°Unds t0 graSp?can in relation , {• ’human understanding of the Afri- 
hy their recordin mi!leu’s further revealed In bold relief
were pro-ahnliti ^S.on^c institution of slavery. Whilst they 
understand th- T" the!r Persona< views, they were able to 
Pre-colonial Africa6 °f slavery had its place in
Africans were m ’ ltS ex,stence did not mean that 
Peoples whose social °F callous or *ess human than 
slavery, and that h °C econornic systems had annihilated 
Africa thev Ifnou^ Uraan community in the context of the 
fhis respect the mi\W0U ^ ^avc mstitutionaiized slavery. In 
°f abolition as a I Srepres5ntat’on of Mungo Park by leaders 
the abolitionists in h? °d S'ave trat*e’ or as an opponent of 
all. °nists in his days, should be removed once and for 

“"«nLWXhldudL"yVisi,ortoth e interior of the African relation to the emJ6 ^f^ty ar>d the position of slaves in 
the view that the °Af ° Africa, who did not express 
economic necessity • nCan Was Practising slavery as an 
trans-Saharan or tra lrr^spect’ve of the existence of the 
^wasthepr^;! A!'antic slave traffic. The economic 
1 riving in settjec| z^ °fthis all-important institution,
economic characteristic1™1111^68 Possessing the following 

s an agrarian economy, a limited
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and unsophisticated material taste, a rudimentary, if any, 
mechanized transportation and communication system, a 
cumbersome currency, a sort of handicraft industry, and very 
low, if any, level of technology. Mungo Park’s opinion, based 
on empirical data, was that an end to the trans-Atlantic slave 
trade would not put an end to human trafficking in Africa:

If my sentiment should be required concerning the effect which 
a discontinuance of that commerce would produce on the man­
ners of the natives I should have no hesitation in observing that, 
in the present unenlightened state of their minds, my opinion is, 
the effect would neither be so extensive or beneficial, as many 
wise and worthy persons fondly expect.47

Obviously the humanitarian zealots in nineteenth century 
Britain were not aware of the relative humaneness of slavery 
in Africa and of the much better behaviour of African mas­
ters to their slaves. They had before them perpetually the 
nightmarish horrors of the slave trade in which the white 
man took the leading part and of the inhuman treatment of 
slaves recapitulated in such literary works as Uncle Tom's 
Cabin. The picture in contemporary Africa was quite differ­
ent. Speaking of the humaneness of slavery among the 
Mande, Mungo Park observed: Tn all the laborious occupa­
tions .. . described, the master and his slaves work 
together, without any distinction of superiority’.48 Masters 
were hardly ever harsh to their slaves and in many places 
masters did not consider it disgraceful to eat with their 
slaves. In 1823 Denham found the slaves in Bornu being 
treated ‘always like the children of the house, and corporal 
punishment is a rare occurrence among them’.44 In Kano, 
Clapperton noticed that slaves‘always appeared much hap­
pier than their masters; the women, especially, singing with 
the greatest glee all the time they are at work’.50 Of slavery 
among the Hausa generally Heinrich Barth recorded: ‘The 
slave is generally well treated, is not overworked, and is 
often considered as a member of the family’.51

So excellent and penetrating were the minds of the 
explorers that in some ways they anticipated scholars of 
Africa in their discernment and understanding of the social, 
political, moral, and religious systems and their functions
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32 . African traditional society. And it
°remarl<eda^one'oHhe^excuses for the whitens 

worth speaking of was0 for instance, the matters of relig. 
conquest of Africa- J’ h the explorers strove to under- 
ion and constitution rf which was a marked contrast 
Stand and whose xno e nce of their successors, who 
to the deliberate er & religion or a constitution fit fOr 
denied that Africa h hets were coined for African 
human society, inc alleged tQ be absolutel

"eAfricTns converted to Christianity knew from casual 
acquaintance that the African was a religious animal and 
that his religious system was not as fragile, or invalid, or 
illegitimate, as it was generally believed, and that it deserved 
the attention of students who were not unlikely to see in it 
elements hitherto ascribed to Christianity alone. Hence the 
following observation of Mungo Park s:

Some of the religious opinions of the Negroes, though blended 
with the weakest credulity and superstition, are not unworthy of 
attention. I have conversed with all ranks and conditions upon 
the subject of their faith, and can pronounce, without the smal- 
lest'shadow of doubt that the belief of one God and of a future 
state of reward and punishment is entire and universal among 
them.52

Imagine what benefits would have been derived by Africans 
and white men if Christian missionaries in Africa had 
attempted to understand these and other aspects of African 
traditional religion; imagine the conflicts and misunderstand­
ing that would have been avoided in Afro-white relations if 
levitvh’T °f the Africans had not been dismissed with 
‘fetish’/ 6 COnquerors and colonial governors as 'pagan or 

writers on AfiX arb’trary and jaundiced view of armchair 
that African ruler g°vernrnen*s ’n the nineteenth century 
communities it wJ tota|harians or despots. African 
rational and democrLStraCteC^ believed, were incapable of

Socratic constitutions. In the language of a
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very casual visitor to the West African coast in the early 
nineteenth century in respect of the Dahomian constitution, 
the Dahomian monarchy was ‘the most unlimited on the face 
of the earth’.53 All explorers and travellers who cared to 
examine how African communities were governed, knew 
only too well that the white man could claim no superiority 
or greater ingenuity at constitution-making than African 
communities. In relation to their political, social, and 
economic aspirations, Africans governed themselves as well 
as any other people; the constitutions they devised for them­
selves, in response to local conditions and exigencies— 
constitutions that were by no means fixed quantities—were 
believed by Africans to be best for them. Constitutions were 
many, varying from one community to another, but posses­
sing monarchical, conciliar, sacerdotal, oligarchic, and 
democratic elements. Unmitigated totalitarianism, which has 
never existed anywhere at any age in human annals, never 
existed in Africa. There were checks and balances. What 
Mungo Park saw and said of the Mandigo about the way they 
governed themselves applied essentially to African com­
munities in the precolonial era.

The Government in all the Mandigo states is monarchical. The 
power of the sovereign is, however, by no means unlimited. In 
all affairs of importance the king calls an assembly of the princi­
pal men or elders by whose councils he is directed and without 
whose advice he can neither declare war nor conclude peace.54

There are other aspects of the understanding of the African 
by the classical explorers of the century under consideration 
to which attention could be focused, but a consideration of 
these aspects would take too long. However, if only to per­
suade you to keep longer in your mind Mungo Park, a keen 
student of human understanding and a balanced and fair 
judge of others, we should have a glimpse of the understand­
ing of the African exhibited by him in hazardous conditions 
when he suffered very badly in the hands of such individuals.

No better example offers itself than Mungo Park’s analysis 
of Ali, the Muslim ruler of Ludamar, in whose hands he 
suffered in a special manner. Not only did Mungo Park’s 
health decline irretrievably, but years after he had escaped
AHS- D
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from the clutches of his Muslim and dread of his master never disappeared^ Ws
All was one of the very few Afri African exploration whose hostility?0 r?lers ’ 

extreme, in the name of his sovereignty6 intruderC mtegrity of his kingdom. Unlike o!h« tnf terri><S 
whose hostility to the white intruders did 'endly s 
refusing them food and shelter or escorting them 8° 
domains, Ah treated Mungo Park with ev„ of'Mr 
ignominy and inhumanity that can never fail t Y C°nceivable 
in readers of that part of his journals For Ali° eV°ke Pathos 
be captured and converted to a slave Mungo??10 
forced to live in the same room with a hog he ' T* 
inadequately once a day; he was considered as a sub-hum unqualified to drink water in a bowl; he was starved? 
water; he and two cows had to drink together in a pit! He 
was in chains, frequently ridiculed and jeered; he was spat 
upon.55Other explorers in Mungo Park’s position, for example 
such people as S. W. Baker, R. F. Burton, and H. M. Stan­
ley, could not have endured such a gruesome experience in 
the hands of Africans for whom they had implacable con­
tempt Had they escaped such an experience, which required

3^^an innocent white man. ordeal with his infinit
Mungo Park, who surv.ved the o,rdeai^^

patience, would not exagger’ Rather he explained
him as an exceptionally wickedman R 
relations with Ali from the latter s P int_our hero w 
his merits as a ruler! From Ah s°v.e^ deserved alM 
prepared to underfanhim wlfat right had this « w 
treatment meted out o . jnvite him to -n
to trespass on his domain. was the fact ,
Mungo Park not a spy. human being'There was-,eyes Mungo Park was not. ain a cafs. There
unnatural and his eyes '<>oked ' at the explorer 
 the unforgivable crime

AL STUt)lEs 

PSycho'ogM 

in the era 0{ 
was
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infidel definitely believed to be inferior to the faithful. Was 
Mungo Park not an illiterate, in the sense that he could 
neither write nor speak Arabic, the only language which 
Muslims believed was worth knowing? To Ali’s anger his 
white slave, Mungo Park, was useless in Ludamar society: he 
could not kill and dress a hog; he could not even shave the 
head of a small boy with a razor. How could Ali be friendly 
towards this white intruder who was also a dabbler in magic? 
For Ali quivered before Mungo Park’s compass which went 
on pointing in the same direction, no matter how much Ali 
turned it.

Indeed Mungo Park went beyond understanding Ali from 
the latter’s viewpoint. He also understood that his powerful 
master was after all a human being. For strong as he was, 
Ali, like other great and powerful figures in history, was 
under the spell of a woman whose influence over Ali was a 
godsend to Mungo Park. Moreover, like Benito Mussolini 
who was a great believer in charms, Ali was superstitious, 
seeing magical properties in the compass. Ali was not even a 
completely bad man. He took great care to preserve the 
explorer’s effects against thieves. Above all in his domain he 
was a popular ruler, loved and feared.

One more illustration of the innate goodness and nobility 
of heart with which Mungo Park was able to achieve such 
human understanding that is a crying need today in interna­
tional relations: at the height of his exploration career, when 
he saw the majestic Niger flowing from west to east in Segu, 
Mansong, the king of Segu, gave the order that this white 
man should not cross the river to see him. It was a time when 
others would have been very dejected and might have made 
a foolhardy attempt to seize victory when an African ruler 
was robbing him of it, by crossing the Niger and forcing his 
way on and on up the river. In a needy state, when he would 
have slept in a tree with an absolutely empty stomach, it was 
a woman who sheltered and fed him, composing in the pro­
cess the song of pity which a Duchess in this country turned 
into music. Rather than pour a tirade on Mansong, Mungo 
Park appreciated that much as this ruler might have wished 
to welcome him he could, and should, not do so in defiance 
of his counsellors who had grave doubts about the object of
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mission. These counsellors, and perhaps 
found it difficult to believe that Mung0

• besides ‘exploring a river which Aft 
did not believe required ‘exploring’ 

. nna remained magnanimous and kind 
Ma ° fulfil himself as a Good Samaritan to a 

Vneed“y fellow human being. As Mungo Park put it: 

c t mizzled to account for this behaviour of the king- . at first, puz j had with the gulde j had afterwJd 
but from thereon Mansong would willingly have admitted 
reason t0 De'lc in Sego; but was apprehensive he might 
metIhTable to protect me, against the blind and inveterate 
n°fl ice of he Moorish inhabitants. His conduct, therefore, was 
at once prudent and liberal. The circumstances under which I 
made my appearance at Sego, were undoubtedly such as might 
create in the mind of the king, a well warranted suspicion that I 
wished to conceal the true object of my journey. He argued, 
nrobably as my guide argued: who, when he was told, that I had 
come from a great distance, and through many dangers, to 
behold the Joliba river, naturally inquired, if there were no 
rivers in my own country, and whether one river was not like 
another. Notwithstanding this, and in spite of the jealous 
machinations of the Moors, this benevolent prince thought it 
sufficient that a white man was found in his dominion, in a 
condition of extreme wretchedness, and that no other plea was 
necessary to entitle the sufferer to his bounty.56

By showing human understanding of the African, the 
explorers avoided or resolved tensions and were able to 
obtain full co-operation from Africans. As the latter per­
ceived the humanity of the explorers, they began to recipro­
cate; they began to seek knowledge about the white man. 
Was he living on land or in water? Was his country as beauti­
ful as Africa / Did he have any religion? Was he blessed with 
 - ■ - . in his society? How many wives had each white man?

be a very poor man indeed, to be pitied, if he had 
' glaves and was a monogamist.

confiLdcncc begat confidence Africans began to per- 
, . th f ttchn°l()gical superiority of the white man and to 

~ne 1atter for guns {)r cl()thes, ()r tQ f watches or give 
■eia mds of medicine to increase their libido. The
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advisability of co-operation between Africans and the white 
man was clearly perceived by both sides and positive efforts 
were made by Africans, in response to commercial offers by 
the white man on the basis of equality. Indeed in some cases 
so great was the confidence of Africans in tested and proven 
explorers, that the white man’s opinion was sought on politi­
cal, diplomatic, and military problems within the continent.

The result of the mutual understanding between Africans 
and the explorers was the absence of war between them. The 
absence of mutual human understanding between peoples 
and between nations has been from time immemorial the 
bane of mankind and the cause of wars. What kind of world 
would emerge if the message of the explorers of Africa were 
accepted and made the touchstone of behaviour and rela­
tions between peoples? The world is yet to learn that cul­
tures differ; technological levels differ; there are two sides to 
issues which make two peoples quarrel and if both genuinely 
and patiently seek to understand each other’s views, it would 
be clear that no one people is ever absolutely right or abso­
lutely wrong; all the peoples of the world belong to one 
single human race and have a common nature; in every 
human community there are good and bad men, the humble 
and the arrogant; there are as well the ethnocentric and the 
liberal-minded, ideological and religious bigots and so on.

The oneness of mankind and the basic unity of human 
history are the message which Mungo Park and his fellow 
explorers of the classical century of African exploration have 
for us. They are saying to us that on the level of humanity 
Africans and non-Africans are no whit different from one 
another. This is the credo for which they would like to be 
remembered. In the words of Heinrich Barth in respect of 
his recorded human understanding of the peoples of western 
Sudan:

If, in this respect, I have succeeded in placing before the eyes of 
the public a new and animated picture, and connected those 
apparently savage and degraded tribes more intimately with the 
history of races placed on a higher level of civilization, I shall be 
amply recompensed for the toils and dangers I have gone 
through.57
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38 t the efforts of the historians Of
„ v thanks inrgnly ' Park and his exploration col- 

Tod®!1’ 1 credo of MU‘» humamty has been resusci- 
Africa; about the one" |d Hke to record the appreciation 
lea8aein this respent 1. w . owes to British historians in
tatedh the world of scho P University of Edinburgh in 
* s! t wo decades and to^ r

articular, where a s‘r0 gthe |ast quarter of the eighteenth 
African has existed m be impressed by the long list of 
Antnrv One cannot studied in this University with SS cem^s * ^:‘,ove and huu.anity-J. A. B. 
gratitude to the Britts Julius Nyerere, to name a
Horton, Bamtdele pin bf_ expressed is that the audi- 
few. The only regre hjstorian of Africa is very small 
ence commanded rf the news media. One
indeed, hardly comp q{ the unity of mankind,
can only hope ha P ich Mungo park had to an 
,he on|lendedeg°ree would one day become a possession of an 
unrivalled degree, . j directors of human affairs,
increasing number o influenti Park credo in one
After all, do the Sco Tamson’s bairns’, and

It’s comin yet for a that,
That man to man, the warld o er
Shall brothers be for a’ that.

NOTES
1 From the variety and voluminousness of works on 

tion which abound in the Africana sections of libraries 
to be impressed by the large audience of admirers ei 
explorers. And it should be remarked that the works of 
ers as Park, Barth, Burton, and Nachtigal were translated intose 
European languages. .

- See Robert I. Rotberg (ed.) Africa and its Explorers (• otive ’ 
Methods and Impact), Harvard, 1970.

3 During the autumn of 1971, BBC 2 presented a six-part series 
ptled -The Search for the Nile’, and BBC 1 have produced a s

4 a^.tnore lavish series on explorers in general.
Park0^ AL/brary of Scotland, Acc. 3463, Mungo Park Papers. Mung 

0 Alexander Park (his brother), 20 May 1794.
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2
Dr Heinrich Barth as a Diplomatist and 

Philanthropist

A cursory glance through the massive literature on Africa by 
the explorers of the so-called classical period1 reveals in bold 
relief a great contrast between the white man in pre-colonial 
Africa and the European in the colonial period. The colonial 
administrator, Africans in this generation have witnessed, 
was the imperious master, at times a bully, the law-giver, a 
sort of demi-god whose presence imposed fear on traditional 
rulers and awe on the communities. Also, to a great extent, 
the white man in the colonial days ordered the political, 
economic, and social life of African communities, substi­
tuted his language for the traditional ones, and paraded his 
religion, values, concepts, customs, and institutions as mod­
els for Africans to copy.

In contrast was the white man in the pre-colonial era, an 
intruder as far as Africans were concerned. In Heinrich 
Barth’s words he was ‘no better than a slave’.2 Finding him­
self in environments, societies, and circumstances often 
uncongenial to him, he had to become a conformist, eat the 
people’s food, gratefully share their shelter, learn to speak 
their language, and be solicitous about the well-being of the 
African rulers whose authority he willy nilly recognized and 
respected. His movements were regulated in detail; he could 
not go from one place to another, except with the permission 
and protection of his hosts; not only must he refrain from 
advocating ideas offensive to the communities into which he 
had intruded, but he must learn and conform to the codes of 
behaviour of the societies in which he found himself. There 
was no question of his being a bully who could bludgeon a
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Heinrich Barth had a number of personal qualities 
his resourcefulness as a diplomatist and contribute
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chief to submit to his wishes. Even though h 
approve of their customs and institutions and not 

.......................................................

Un,‘' he
It can hardly be overstressed that the Euron 

was not regarded as an equal, much less as a sun ” -lntruder 
was why in the state of Bagirmi, south-east of Bor^' This 
rich Barth was put in his place when he sat on a c nU’ ^ein' 
arrogating to himself the status of a dignitary whichh’thUS 
not possess in that country.3 If by nature the intrud^ did 
phlegmatic like Richard Lander, he had no alternat? 
assuming a vivacious mood in a society that was largely^ t0 
vivial;4 if he was an infidel, and because of this was del b°n' 
ately made a room-mate with a hog, as Mungo Park exo 
enced near Bambara,5 he dared not complain; if he should 
make the mistake of borrowing anything from his hosts and 
in return for this kindness be compelled to spend his time 
repairing watches, as Overweg, one of Barth's companions, 
was forced to do in Bornu, he knew it w ould be dangerous to 
protest.6 The European intruder had no choice but submit to 
such treatments as have been mentioned because he was 
completely at the mercy of his African hosts; the slightest act 
of misdemeanour or miscalculation could cost him his life.

In the circumstances of pre-colonial Africa then—that of 
the white man’s helplessness, loneliness, and the contempt in 
which he was held7—the intruder became necessarily a 
pragmatist, and in that sense a diplomatist. Considering the 
disturbed political situation of the Western and Central 
Sudan in the middle of the nineteenth century, the natura y 
suspicious disposition of African rulers—by no means simp 
letons or easy bargainers—and the complexities an anx 
ieties of human relationships with w'hich the Europe 
explorer had to contend, Barth must be regarde as 
astute diplomatist.

' HistoricAl

though he
' entertai 
gree ( 

was

unfavourable opinions about the nature 
civilization, he dared not condemn them 
out of the continent.
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success of his hazardous mission to Central and Western 
Sudan. He enjoyed excellent health which survived the burn­
ing heat of the plains of Bornu, the humid months in Tim­
buktu, the mosquito attacks of the Niger valley, the fever 
and rheumatism that harassed him in Yola, and the dysentry 
that prostrated him in Sokoto. In this respect he was more 
fortunate than his colleagues—Richardson, Overweg, and 
Vogel—all of whom succumbed to the rigours of the Sudan 
climate.

Perhaps Barth’s greatest asset as a diplomatist was his 
almost infinite patience which made him bear difficulties 
with uncommon courage and philosophic calmness. To a 
very great extent he was the master of circumstances; there 
was no instance when he lost his temper in the face of provo­
cations and disturbing experiences, such as the few occasions 
when he was refused a shelter, or was given peremptory 
orders to leave particular towns, or was being openly 
cheated by an indispensable member of his staff, or was put 
in chains. Even in the most trying circumstances Barth 
adopted a philosophic attitude, deliberately looking around 
him for things from which he could derive pleasure in order 
to alleviate the pains he was suffering. Take for instance the 
humorous description of the army of black ants which bore 
holes into his clothes, unseated him from his chair, attacked 
him fiercely and destroyed his food in Masena, capital of 
Bagirmi. The ‘relentless war’ which he fought with the forag­
ing ants was only an additional bitter experience to the 
unconcealed hostility of his hosts, the flood that had 
threatened to raze his hut, and the imprisonment he had 
suffered. Yet this resilient traveller found amusement in the 
battle that was waged between the red ants and white ants 
and discerned ‘a beneficial effect’ in the ‘hostile attacks’ of 
the black ants on men and their grain stores!8 Or consider 
the healing effects which geographical phenomena had on 
him after he had been expelled from Yola in a state of 
extreme weakness, ‘a very severe fit of fever’, and had 
fainted twice. All these seem to have disappeared as he per­
ceived in a Wordsworthian manner the beauty of the out­
skirts of Yola after a heavy downpour. He wrote: ‘the coun­
try appeared to me much more beautiful now than when we
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being sure that, if obliged to trace my steps, I might do so with 
safety.

Perhaps more than other explorers in Africa Barth used 
material goods for diplomatic purposes. Carefully selected 
goods could evoke the goodwill of African rulers and people. 
But it must be emphasized that the African recipients did not 
see themselves selling their (independent) sense of judgment 
to the foreigners making gifts. For them, exchange of goods 
was customary as a symbol of friendliness between one per­
son and another. It should be remembered that gift-making 
was not a one-sided affair, and that African hosts often 
returned such gestures with materials of much higher value 
than they had received from the intruders. This is not to say 
that African hosts had no interest in obtaining European 
articles whose novelty caught their fancy and which were in 
many respects superior to indigenous wares. It was the duty 
of the diplomatic explorer to know the taste of various. Afri­
can hosts and thereby obtain maximum co-operation, good­
will, and succour from them. In this respect Barth was 
shrewd in the selections he made for the rulers of the Central 
and Western Sudan. In matters of clothing the Sudanese had 
for centuries adopted Muslim dress and would hardly have 
appreciated European attire. Except for a few printed 
calicoes and shawls, Barth selected Muslim garments made 
in the Arab world for the rulers. The most expensive and 
most highly valued materials were various classes of burnous 
lined with silk and gold lace. When he learned that from the 
western half of the Sokoto Caliphate as far as Timbuktu it 
was the excellent cloths of the Nupe and Kanawa that com­
manded prestige, he bought them in enormous quantities for 
the potentates of these areas. Barth perceived the passion of 
the Sudanese for scents. It was his habit to give the rulers 
frankincense, scented soap, and cloves, apart from such glit­
tering European wares as gilt cups, silver-mounted German 
mirrors, knives, and needles. In order to predispose people 
to give him information, he was very liberal in the distribu­
tion of gifts, mostly shawls, caftans, and needles; in Kukawa 
daily cups of coffee for informants produced the desired 
result.

As should be expected in the disturbed political situation
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of the Central and Western Sudan the gift most s
the rulers was the gun. Fearing that it might be d C°Veted by 
present firearms to people who could be driven b nger°Us to 
use them against him, he gave out firearms very s Y eVents G 
fact there were only one or two occasions when he3^8^-In 
pistols to his hosts, in spite of the persistent d Presented 
firearms by the rulers. Barth was aware that in th f°r 
weapons of precision were the last means of defen aStJeSOrt 
with him and in many instances his threat to use^h had 
hostile people warned off potential assailants 12 n °n 
importance in obtaining a warm reception from rulers^ ln 
people was the white man’s medical skill, often exagge 
by Africans. Barth’s pretensions to medical skill went 
way in winning the favourable countenance of hostile ru?"8 
and the affection of people. In Bagirmi his medical skill was 
believed to be powerful enough to restore vigour to old 
decrepit people, whilst in Katsina blind animals were 
brought to him for healing. Barth made it his deliberate 
policy to heal people free of charge.”

One example of the successful diplomatic use of both ma­
terial goods and medical skill was afforded by Katsina during 
Barth's first visit there in 1851. His coming into the town 
aroused some apprehension in Mohammed Yerima, the 
Emir. This was because Barth's two companions, Richard­
son and Overweg, respectively, had gone to Bornu and 
Maradi, two States with which Katsina was not on friendly 
terms. It was natural that the Emir should doubt that Barth 
was a disinterested visitor. Therefore the Emir decided to 
detain him and send him to the Sultan of Sokoto, rather than 
allow him to go on to Kano and Bornu. Barth began to wear 
down the opposition against him by making gifts to Bel 
Ghet. the most powerful man after the Emir. Fortunately for 
Barth this man's eye got swollen and required a lotion from 
the German explorer. After further flattering, this man 
became useful and used his influence on the Emir. The Emir 
too needed medical attention. In addition to two fine c^Ps0. 
printed calico, scissors, and frankincense, he was o>nere

P om salts, quinine powder, tartar emetic, acetate of ea » 
drops of laudanum. Although the Emirs dispositio

< genial after receiving these gifts and Barth there
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achieved his main objective—permission and protection to 
proceed to Kano—yet the Emir became less friendly when 
Barth could not grant him two requests which he believed 
the German explorer could fulfil. These were medicine that 
would increase his sexual capacity and rockets that would 
frighten away his enemies.14

However, gifts alone would have been of little value in the 
diplomatic relations of African potentates and European 
intruders. The latter could not approach the former except 
through African intermediaries, whose services had to be 
employed by the intruders. These intermediaries, or 
‘mediators’ and ‘advocates’, as Barth chose to call them,15 
had to be men of position and substance in society, people 
well known in the localities in which they were to mediate. 
Their presence with the European intruders reduced the 
suspicion in which the latter were held. At times their 
knowledge of the road, of the caprices of particular rulers, of 
the mood of particular communities, of the etiquettes of 
courts, and of devices that could overcome particular obsta­
cles made them of the highest value for explorers of Africa. 
These mediators were of different characters and to use 
them to the fullest capacity required great tact, patience, and 
liberality in expense on the part of the explorer.

In order to retain the services and loyalty of his servants 
and mediators Barth made it a condition of employment that 
they should not be paid their salaries until after the success­
ful end of his mission. Mohammed el Gatroni, a native of the 
Fezzan, his most faithful servant who accompanied him for 
most of his mission, was employed on a salary of four Span­
ish dollars per month with a promise of fifty dollars as bonus 
after the successful completion of the mission. Abd-Allehi, a 
Shuwa from Kotoko, accompanied him to Bagirmi and Tim­
buktu on a salary of two Spanish dollars a month and a 
bonus of twenty dollars at the end of his contract. He was a 
’pious’ Muslim—‘a useful link between myself and the 
Mohammedans’.16 Mejebri Ali A’geren, an Arab and a 
native of Jalo, was employed on more generous terms: he 
was to receive nine dollars every month and be allowed to 
trade on his own account. He was to be a mediator who 
would be of ‘extraordinary assistance in overcoming many
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Without the good offices of Eleaji,
48 -------- - St^IEs

K“no Barth’s difficulties in Katsina would have been great"d 
"h n he were. In Kano both Eleaji and Sidi Ali, 4?^ 
former Sultan of Fezzan, served as unpaid mediators be 
tween Barth and the Emir of Kano.

The crucial importance of the human factor in Barth’s 
diplomatic manoeuvres is best illustrated in the services 
rendered to Barth by El Walati from Libtako to Timbuktu. 
El Walati was a clever Arab well known to the Tuareg 
inhabitants between Libtako and Timbuktu, and he was a 
very important person in Timbuktu and an intimate friend of 
Sheik El Bakay, the paramount ruler of the town. Barth had 
no alternative but to put himself under his protection, at 
enormous expense. He gave El Walati a fine black robe and 
a black shawl and promised to reward him. on safe arrival in 
Timbuktu, with a present of twenty dollars and a white helali 
burnous, besides buying him a horse. Although he was not a 
congenial companion, Barth would have been killed by the 
fiercely Muslim Tuaregs but for the device concocted by this 
dignitary. Hostile Tuaregs were disarmed by the disguise of 
Heinrich Barth as ‘a great Sherif. that is a direct descendant 
of the Prophet Mohammed and therefore a sacred person 
with plenty of baraka, the celestial unction which, it was 
believed, could confer great blessings on the true believers.18 
The deceived Tuaregs became hospitable and begged for 
blessings from the Sherif! Barth, a convinced Christian, had 
on one occasion to say the fat-ha, the opening prayer of 
Muslims.

Barth’s resourcefulness as a diplomatist did not suffice for 
all occasions. After all, as the German explorer himself 
observed, African rulers were diplomatists in their own way. 
There were instances when the most dispassionate expres­
sion of disinterestedness, the most exciting gifts, and the 
most skilful African mediators, could not win entirely the 
affection of the African rulers. The latter had to give priority 
to the security of the state. Hence his warm reception in 
Bornu notwithstanding, neither Bornu nor Yola overcame 
the suspicion that Barth had intruded into their territories 
or reasons other than scientific and geographical.
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Bagirmi, Barth was believed to be a Turkish spy. His jour­
nals were seized and all the scholars of the State were sum­
moned to go through his recordings in order to testify to 
their professed harmlessness. The Sultan of Bagirmi 
believed that this German intruder was a sorcerer.19 This 
belief became current when rain refused to fall every time 
Barth looked out to see from what directions thunderstorms 
came. The people came to believe that he had command 
over the clouds. As Barth put it, the people believed that “as 
soon as I looked at the clouds with a certain air of command 
they [the clouds] passed by without bringing a single drop of 
rain’.20

Barth was not on all occasions a diplomatist. He would 
have been more than a mortal if in a space of over five years, 
amidst all kinds of difficulties, his skill as a diplomatist never 
once deserted him. In his behaviour in Yola, Barth was 
demonstrably undiplomatic. Apart from the fact that to a 
certain extent his chances of success in Yola were affected by 
the boundary dispute between Yola and Bornu, Barth was 
believed to have intruded illegally and was asked to go away 
until he could produce a letter of recommendation from 
either the Sultan of Turkey or the Sultan of Sokoto. This 
off-putting manner of Mohammed Lawai, the Emir of Yola, 
was by no means unusual. Indeed in Katsina, Bugoman, and 
Bakada greater problems than that posed to Barth in Yola 
had been dealt with successfully. For reasons not clear from 
his accounts Barth lost control of the situation. He was not 
immediately asked on arrival to leave, and appropriate gifts 
to the Emir might have worn down the hostility against him. 
A pistol was likely to have altered the disposition of the 
Emir. The latter provided an excellent opportunity by send­
ing the precious gifts of two slaves and a horse to Barth in 
expectation of the gifts the explorer had hinted he had for 
the Emir. Barth spurned the gestures of the Emir and 
refused to make any gifts. In the meantime Barth had 
offended the people of Yola by refusing to say the fat-ha, 
after he had been prayed to do so. In the circumstances he 
was ordered to leave Yola ‘instantly’.21 After the event Barth 
regretted that he had been so ‘obstinate’ in not repeating the 
fat-ha.
AHS |
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THE PHILANTHROPIST

Barth cannot be regarded as a philanthropist in the vein of 
Fowell Buxton or William Wilberforce or even James 
Richardson, the originator of the Central African Mission in 
which Barth played the most significant role. Unlike these 
classical humanitarians, he joined no humanitarian organiza­
tion such as the Anti-Slavery Society; he never addressed 
credulous gatherings on issues on which humanitarians were 
wont to arouse the passion of their listeners; he never spilled 
ink in pamphlets on the slave trade, slavery, and castration, 
the customs and institutions of the Central and Western 
Sudan of which he disapproved. As far as is known he was 
content with writing about the slave trade to the British 
Consul in Tripoli and with discussing this traffic ‘energeti­
cally’ once with the British Prime Minister, Lord Palmers­
ton.24 It is clear from his accounts that Barth gave the quest 
for geographical, scientific, and historical knowledge an 
overriding priority over issues a detailed study of which 
would have quickened the humanitarian pulse in England 
and Germany.

Nevertheless, in several respects, Henry Barth was a 
philanthropist. Deep in his heart he hated the slave trade 
and the institution of slavery; he commiserated with the 
unprivileged in Central and Western Sudan society; he 
believed in the superiority of Christianity over Islam, and 
would have loved to see flourishing in the Sudan the three Cs 
of the humanitarians—Christianity, Commerce, and Civil­
ization.

It was the philanthropic impulse in him that determined 
his unscholarly and prejudiced attitude to the institution of 
slavery and the slave trade. Of course it has to be remem­
bered that Barth witnessed the atrocities of slave hunts 
which involved the destruction of farm products, arson, and 
the coldblooded butchering of old captives in Mandara and 
the Musgu countries. Consequently he came to see in slavery 
the principal cause’ of the ‘speedy overthrow of all the 
Islamic dynasties and empires that had ever flourished’.25 
Had he attempted to study the rise and fall of Islamic States, 
he would have discovered that in many ways slavery contri-
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and that it was in the economic interest of masters to 
encourage their slaves to marry.

Like all humanitarians Barth wanted the slave trade in the 
Sudan to be abolished by the encouragement of legitimate 
trade between the peoples of the territory and Britain, 
through the Lower Niger. Up to the time he was exploring 
the Sudan, American ships were sailing up the Niger to the 
Nupe kingdom and exchanging their wares mostly for slaves 
from all parts of the Sudan. In Barth’s opinion Britain must 
endeavour to stop this by flooding the Sudan with manufac­
tured goods which the people would have in return for the 
cultivation of such crops as cotton, indigo, vegetable butter, 
ivory, rhinoceros’ horns, wax, and hides.29 Barth directed the 
attention of Haj Beshir, the vizier of Bornu, to the abolition 
of the slave trade in Mediterranean Africa by Muslim rulers 
and to British attempts to negotiate abolition treaties with 
the rulers of Dahomey.30 Another practice, itself connected 
with the institution of slavery, which Barth wanted abolished 
was castration in which north-eastern Nigeria specialized. As 
a rule only about ten per cent of those gelded survived the 
cruel operation. Those who survived were the eunuchs very 
much in demand in North Africa and the Levant. ‘The aboli­
tion of this practice in the Mohammedan world ought to be 
the first object of Christian governments’, declared the 
explorer.31

Barth would have liked to see parts of Northern Nigeria 
colonized by peoples he believed could achieve the abolition 
of slavery and hasten the commercial development of the 
country. He believed that the Adamawa province was an 
ideal site for colonization by liberated Africans from Sierra 
Leone. He wanted Europeans to settle in ‘the most favour­
able tract of the country inclosed by the Kwara, the Benuwe, 
and the river Kaduna’. He was emphatic about this. ‘This is 
the only means to answer the desired end [civilization of the 
Sudan]; everything else is in vain.’32

Although Barth was a convinced Christian and he made it 
his habit to carry his Prayer Book with him, he was not a 
Livingstone to proselytize among peoples who never failed 
to impress him with their strong commitment to Islam. In 
many places he was persuaded to abandon his faith for
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Christian missionary endeavour was nothing new in West 
Africa in the nineteenth century. As early as 1471 Pope 
Sixtus IV had assigned the Christianization of the Atlantic 
seaboard of West Africa to the Archbishop of Lisbon. Nor 
was Christian religious penetration attempted from the coast 
only. Evidence is being collected that there were Christians 
in several parts of Northern Nigeria in the seventeenth cen­
tury and that a Roman Catholic Bishop was appointed for a 
Bornu mission in the first decade of the following century.1

These early missionary activities were not entirely devoid 
of religious, cultural, and political results. In 1518, that is 
more than three hundred years before Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther became the first African Anglican Bishop. Dom 
Henrique, a prince of the Old Kingdom of Kongo, was con­
secrated a Bishop of the Catholic Church. A century later 
Domingos I, an Itsekiri prince who had been educated in 
Christian theology for eight years in Portugal, ascended the 
throne and encouraged the spread of Christianity among his 
subjects. A native of the Gold Coast, by the name of Philip 

uafiue’ had by the middle of the eighteenth century
<aABr ^10m Oxf°rd University, thereby becoming the 

callv th?a fnCan graduate from a British university. Politi- 
to 1797 m'T °f Ag°ng10’. kmS of Dahomey from 1789 
sionaries cli™ ra,c^.Christianity offered by Portuguese mis- 
assassinated hirr? unP°PuIarity: a woman in his palace 

However th
sal for the activhV3^1? e^orts were a mere feeble rehear- 

of Christian missions in the nineteenth
56
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century. In the earlier phase missionaries were few and far 
between, support for them from Europe was erratic, the 
climate was too severe for their health, the political situation 
along the coast was extremely unstable, the African rulers 
were apathetic, if not hostile, to Christian doctrine and, 
being masters in their own house, they would not allow 
European penetration into the interior.

But by the second half of the nineteenth century the 
atmosphere in Europe and West Africa had in many respects 
become more congenial for missionary propaganda. The 
great missionary societies, which began to come into being in 
Europe and the United States from the end of the eighteenth 
century, had enormous financial and human resources to 
deploy in the territory; though still dreaded, the climate of 
West Africa ceased to be the white man’s irresistible killer. 
Moreover missionaries were no longer alone in their wish for 
a moral and social regeneration of West African society. In 
commercial and political agents, whose number multiplied 
progressively in the century, they had companions, sym­
pathizers, and collaborators. By 1900 Christendom could 
boast of having in West Africa no less than twenty-nine 
missions, 518 foreign missionaries, 2,538 African auxiliaries, 
nearly 2,000 churches and stations, and almost a quarter of a 
million converts and adherents.3

And yet, seen in relation to the human and financial 
investment of the Christian missions, this achievement— 
made mainly in the coastal enclaves within the reach of the 
gunboat—was disappointing. Why did the walls of West 
African pagandom fail to collapse like those of Jericho? Of 
the many obstacles that deterred the missionary effort, by far 
the greatest was the opposition of the chiefs to the religious, 
political, and social concomitants of missionary propaganda. 
It is in this sense that the relation of the Christian missions 
with traditional rulers is an important facet of nineteenth 
century African history, thereby enabling us to understand 
African-European relations from the African viewpoint.

In their attitude to missionaries the traditional rulers of 
West Africa may be divided broadly into two categories. The 
first group consisted of the chiefs who were instinctively 
alarmed at the appearance of a people who had not been
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invited and whose presence, it was feared 
traditional political and social life. The second c t* d*stUrb 
sisted of chiefs who initially welcomed, or ev^F^ c°n' 
after, missionaries, in the hope that these fore?0 hankered 
prove a political and economic asset. By Would
groups had begun to close ranks: the erstwhile n tw° 
missionaries were already regretting their contact -kS °f 
patronage of a band of foreign teachers who not nnh'f -!he 
to fulfil the purpose for which they had been invited^ 
whose activities began to threaten their sovereignty and k 
vert the existing order. So exasperated did the tradifi i 
rulers become that, but for the military threat against th 
by such secular agents as the British consuls in the Nig^ 
Delta, the French naval officers in Porto Novo, and the Brit­
ish governors on the Gold Coast, missionary propaganda 
would have been completely banned by West African tradi­
tional rulers.

Why did some rulers at the outset welcome missionaries 
and why did others reject them? To take the latter half of the 
question first, in some parts of Yorubaland many chiefs and 
people believed that missionaries, in their capacity as white 
men, belonged to the world of spirits because their skin was 
white and therefore, in the thinking of traditionalists, 
unnatural. It was for this reason that the Ijebu were so 
horrified at the sight of James White, a CMS missionary, that 
they sacrificed goats, sheep, and fowls to appease the gods 
who were believed to have been offended by the white man s 
presence on Ijebu soil. In fact the Awujale, the paramount 
ruler of the Ijebu people, had so much contempt for t e 
supposedly inferior European that he swore never to e e 
himself by shaking hands with him.4 It was African con temp 
for the white man that made the Asante troops whom 
captured Ramseyer and Khone, two Basel Evangelical 
sionaries, ridicule their captives as ‘spirits closer to 
ciety of horses than that of men.5 It is an irony t a * 
middle of the nineteenth century, the very time w e 
writers in Europe and America were propagating face, 
nicious doctrine of the organic inferiority of the eg tuo 
several chiefs and people in West Africa were o 
view that white peoples were not proper mem e



59

a I

■ ■■
I
I I ’’1■

I I 
tlil 

fflI I
■

■I
■T!

l'

traditional rulers and missionaries

human species. As a missionary at whose sight many people 
took to their heels, in the belief that they had seen a goblin, 
put it: 'No philosophical ethnologists ever doubted the pro­
per humanity of Africans more sincerely than some of the 
Africans doubt ours’.6

Part of the belief that the white man was of the world of 
spirits was the idea that he was a harbinger of evil as well. In 
many parts of Yorubaland several traditional rulers refused 
contact with missionaries because, according to a missionary, 
it was widely believed that famine or destruction or a calam­
ity of some sort would be the lot of any town or settlement 
that welcomed missionaries. Consequently many of the trad­
itional rulers refused to allow missionaries to pass through 
their towns.7

In areas of West Africa such as Dahomey, Opobo, and 
Ijebuland, which enjoyed relative internal tranquillity, high 
organization, and elements of strength, the rulers wanted no 
intrusion from outside. They believed that missionaries 
would be a liability rather than an asset, a source of weak­
ness rather than an agency of strength and stability. For 
instance King Gezo of Dahomey, in whose reign from 1818 
to 1858 the kingdom of Dahomey reached the height of its 
power, was convinced that his ability to rule and his mastery 
of the art of statecraft in his country were the best for his 
State. He did not believe that Queen Victoria was his 
superior, and considered that he, not she, was the master of 
the white people in his country. He confined European 
activities to the coast and administered European residents 
effectively through the Yevogan and the Chacha in Ouidah. 
To assert his supremacy over the white residents he made it 
obligatory for them to witness in Abomey the annual 'cus­
toms’, the gruesome human sacrifice part of which was par­
ticularly offensive to white people’s moral and social values. 
It was unthinkable that Gezo would brook a potential rival 
like a missionary in his capital, although he was not opposed 
to their activity at Ouidah among the African repatriates 
from Brazil whom he did not regard as genuine Dahomians. 
King Jaja, ruler of Opobo from 1870-87, was convinced that 
no good could emanate from the missionary. He was 
opposed to the introduction of Christianity into Bonny in
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Scu .mJ when he had founded his own kined
• c even die white traders that he would neve01 he
< iee' and that they should never stay overnight^*16 

x e 1'hioughout his reign he refused to have miss’ tlnhis
O.vbe and did all in his power to oppose Chrisf1Onaries 

. Vge: Delta/ Ademiyewo, the Awujale of lieb*11??11 
■ .551-So. too. saw Ijebu-European relations om-
r. \ commercial terms and he did all he could to ne ln 
- > neighbours. the Ondo, the Egba, and the Ibadan toX^ 

the missionaries and their wards, the educated 
ears, from their midst.9 tri"

There is abundant evidence in the records to sustain th 
rears of several traditional rulers of West Africa that the 
missionary was a threat to their authority. The missionary it 
should be stressed, was not a servant or a rival but, in a 
sense, a master of the chiefs in whose domains he was 
operating. He claimed a revealed and higher religion, 
superior to that of the rulers’ traditional religion. This 
implied that he was the religious superior of the chiefs whom 
he sought to turn into acolytes. Even when chiefs refused to 
acknowledge the missionary’s alleged spiritual superiority, 
their supremacy and prestige could hardly be sustained by 
the emotional and over-zealous denunciation of traditional 
religion, customs, and institutions of the society by many of 
the missionaries. In season and out of season the zealous 
missionaries dinned into the ears of the chiefs loud com­
plaints of their supposed lost and miserable condition by 
their attachment to traditional religion, social habits, and 
even innocent conventional usages.

It was only natural that the chiefs were provoked by con­
demnations of their customs; the language employed came 
to be regarded as abusive and insulting; their pride was 
wounded. There is no doubt that many of the missionaries 
were in a hurry, looking for a harvest without tillage. In t e 
eyes of the missionary’s followers, hitherto loyal and fait u 
subjects of the chiefs, loyalty to the new religious hea w 
counted as surpassing, if not effacing, that to the chie s a 
community. It was fear of losing their prestige that m 
many chiefs of Yorubaland and Asante inform tte . 
sionaries they patronized that their subjects shour no
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converted to the Christian faith or initiated into the mys­
teries of reading and writing.

Indeed the insubordination of the missionary’s acolytes 
became the constant complaint of the traditional rulers in all 
the enclaves of the Atlantic seaboard where missionaries 
were allowed to establish themselves. In the Niger Delta 
city-states of Brass, Bonny, New Calabar, and Old Calabar 
the chiefs became alarmed at the threat which the egalitarian 
doctrine of the missionaries began to have on their subjects, 
the majority of whom were of the slave class. For the latter 
saw in the Christian doctrine a message of hope and liberty. 
The missionary’s announcement that all men were equal car­
ried with it the belief that their temporal bonds were dissol­
ved as well and that they could no longer be in servitude to 
masters to whom they henceforward believed they were 
spiritually superior. By 1854 King Eyo Honesty II of Creek 
Town (Old Calabar), the most influential and powerful Efik 
ruler of his day, experienced with intense bitterness dis­
obedience of his laws by his subjects in the name of the new 
religion.10 In 1878 the reformist Christian group in Old 
Calabar which styled itself Young Calabar succeeded, with 
the aid of the British Consul, in forcing the Efik authorities 
to absolve them from customs and practices they considered 
repugnant to the Christian faith, but the observance of which 
was obligatory for every member of Efik society. In the fol­
lowing year the slave converts of Brass staged a successful 
coup against their masters, whom they forced to become 
Christians and to grant them a large measure of indepen­
dence. Two years later, having judged that discretion was the 
better part of valour, the Bonny authorities granted conces­
sions similar to those enjoyed by Brass Christians.

Worthy of note, too, is the successful defiance of the Fante 
nation and chiefs by the fourteen Christians of Assafa, a few 
miles east of Cape Coast. In the belief that the best way to 
display their zeal for Christianity was to insult the great 
Brafo, the guardian god of the Fante located at Mankessim, 
these Christians took no pains to conceal their detestation of 
the national god by mocking and abusing its worshippers.

hey cleared the bush and made their plantation in the vicin- 
!ty of the sacred grove with a levity and irreverence which so
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j jhp traditionalists that the latter attacked th? 
eV>Spt;rn zealots Under the leadership of Adu, the King of 
Xte "ini and custodian of the sacred grove, the village Of 
^Christians was burned down and they were taken cap-

I non the interference of the missionaries and the Brit- 
C wernment in Cape Coast, the Christians were set free

' u K bullied and lectured on the virtues of freedom of 
,<?r>hip. For hesitating to answer the peremptory summons

? British governor at Cape Coast he was asked to pay a 
^--Z he was ordered also to compensate the Christians for 
:heir lost property."

\\ hat about the chiefs whose initial decision was to patron- 
— missionaries? Their hopes and experience in the earlier 
.ears contrasted with the fears and dismay of their anti- 
m.ssionary colleagues. In many ways they found missionaries 

asset. The Egba for instance gave such an enthusiastic
• e come to missionaries that missionary journals presented 

mem as peace-loving virtuous people who loathed slavery. 
Bai the Egba had political motives for adopting their pro- 
missionan policy. Surrounded by enemies in all 
erections—the Ibadan in the north, the Ijebu in the south 
_r.z east, and the Dahomians in the west—Sodeke, the 
S-irr ?f the Egba settlement in Abeokuta, made the Egba 

~ u-e ciear: expectation of military help from the British 
2 • eminent against all their enemies. Not long after the 
msLZ'anes had settled down in their midst the Egba asked

* British help for wars of aggression and revenge. In Ijaye, 
ze Yoruba town destroyed by Ibadan in 1862, Kurunmi, 
- er. believed that the presence of missionaries would 
xe his prestige in the Yoruba country and draw traders
capital. At Itebu in south-eastern Yorubaland, Man- 

■ r.e king, patronized the CMS in the hope that his town 
become a trading entrepot for the Ijesha, Ondo and 

countries.12
areas in West Africa chiefs valued missionaries for
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of the Asante, the Asantehene, towards the Wesleyan mis­
sionaries changed from one of suspicion to that of friendli­
ness when he was offered a carriage; he was also pleased 
with the gifts sent to him at the same time by Queen Vic­
toria, viz. a portrait of herself and a view of Windsor Cas­
tle.13 Gifts commonly made to West African rulers by mis­
sionaries included chairs, velvets, glassware, footware, cut­
lery, and umbrellas. The umbrella in particular became an 
emblem of royalty. In another way chiefs benefited econom­
ically from the presence of missionaries in their midst: they 
valued the religious teachers as money-lenders in times of 
need. Many of the chiefs were also attracted by the idea of 
their States becoming as powerful and developed as contem­
porary European States, a prospect dangled before their 
imagination by missionaries.

Many patrons of missionary enterprise appreciated the 
usefulness of missionaries in other ways. Intimate friendship 
developed between many chiefs and missionaries to such an 
extent that the latter became advisers to the former. Con­
sider, for instance, the friendship between Thomas Birch 
Freeman, pioneer of the Wesleyan mission in Nigeria and 
the Gold Coast, and Gezo of Dahomey. Freeman advised 
him on how to humanize the laws of his country, and the 
Dahomian king in turn was able to transmit his grievances 
against the British through this missionary.14 In Asante and 
the Yoruba country all the chiefs appreciated the position of 
missionaries as honorary secretaries to correspond either 
with other chiefs or with the British Government in Lagos 
and Cape Coast. Many chiefs could not have been unim­
pressed by the fact that, before the imperial ambitions of the 
European powers began to threaten the sovereignty and ter­
ritorial integrity of the chiefs, missionaries smoothed their 
relations with the secular agents on the coast by their role as 
intermediaries. In this capacity missionaries explained to the 
chiefs in Yorubaland and Asante the behaviour of the Brit­
ish, and to the latter the injured feelings of the chiefs on 
issues of dispute.

It should be stressed, however, that in no place in West 
rica were the traditional pro-missionary chiefs disposed to 

em race the Christian faith. Convinced that the traditional
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, for them and their subjects they did not fee] 
religion was oc ious interference of the missionaries 
any need tor of Jjaye instructed the missionaries in 
This was why fhould not commit the error of convert- 
h,sXeople to Christianity or instructing them in schools, mg nis pcup only man who became a convert

that is seventeen years after the advent of the

female member of his tribe would

Among the
Chrisrteian8fanh in'tiieir midst, relapsed to traditional religion 
h] that year because no female member of his tribe would 
minryKumasi°thae reports of the Wesleyan missionaries con­
tinued to be gloomy. In 1853 the report was that ‘The state 
of the work of God in Asante is rather discouraging at pre­
sent, from the circumstances of the people being afraid to 
expose themselves to the ire of the King, whose frown means 
death for his people becoming Christians'.16 Apathy to the 
spiritual side of missionary activity was not confined to 
chiefs. In 1876 the Asante told the missionaries‘The Bible is 
not a book for us ... we will never embrace your religion’. 
Even in Abeokuta, the celebrated citadel of Christianity in 
the interior of West Africa, the chiefs did not want genuine 
Egbas to be converted to Christianity. One of the chiefs who 
put those of their subjects who aspired to become Christians 
into chains was quoted by the missionary sources as saying 
that the real Egba ‘must do as their forefathers used to do, 
and they have no business with us [missionaries] they not 
being emigrants, he said moreover, that we never gave them 
any person to make Ogboni, nor to worship Ifa, nor Sango 
etc. 17 In New Calabar, in the Niger Delta, so horrified did 
the chiefs become only five years after the introduction of 
Christianity in their State that they prepared a lotion with 
which they wiped the faces of their schoolchildren in the 

had been learning under missionaries 
might disappear from their minds.18
SDiritnai?jOSi?On- of lhe pro-missionary chiefs to the 
relations hpf ° m,sLs*onary activity was enough to strain the 
tor that turn? ^eSe chiefs ar>d missionaries. But the fac- 
of missionaries wlTthTh11^/311'0118 t0 relent,ess enemiueS 
missionaries w?r belief among the former that the 

e more than religious teachers, that their
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activity would overthrow African rule, that missionaries 
were plotting with traders and secular agents to occupy their 
states. By 1869 the Yoruba chiefs and the rulers of Asante, 
the patrons of missionaries in the interior of West Africa in 
the pre-colonial era, had become persecutors of the Christ­
ian teachers. In 1867 the Egba looted the mission stations in 
their capital, destroyed libraries, and expelled the white mis­
sionaries. Two years later an Asante army descended upon 
Anum and Ho, two stations of the Basel Evangelical Society, 
appropriated the belongings of the missionaries, and levelled 
their buildings with the ground. The missionaries were taken 
to Kumasi as captives.19 In 1890 the Dahomey ruler 
instructed his troops to capture the French priests and sisters 
from their stations on the coast and imprison them in 
Abomey. In the interior of Sierra Leone suspicion of the 
intention and consequences of missionaries by traditional 
rulers was even earlier than in other parts. In 1815 the Susu 
burned down the mission stations in their country in the fear 
that the missionaries in charge of these stations were politi­
cal spies for the British Government. In 1860 the Temne 
plundered mission establishments at Magbele.20

How valid were the suspicions that the missionaries were 
forerunners and collaborators of the secular agents? 
Theoretically the preachers of the gospel were not anxious to 
interfere in politics as such, but what they found in West 
Africa struck them as so objectionable and so contrary to 
their religious teaching that they found it difficult not to 
protest. Protests were sometimes made to the chiefs on the 
spot by audacious missionaries, often to the mission head­
quarters in Europe and America, and intermittently to the 
secular imperially-minded European agents, who began to 
seize and administer enclaves on the West African coast in 
the nineteenth century. In their protests to headquarters and 
administrative officers, a majority of missionaries indicated 
that a change ofwthe whole social existence’ of West African 
peoples was necessary for a successful sowing of the gospel 
seed. In the judgment of the missionaries traditional West 
African society presented a number of obstacles to the 
appreciation and acceptance of the Christian faith by the 
masses. Among these obstacles were the unending opposi- 
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tion of the chiefs to the conversion of their subie 
recalcitrance, if not outright hostility, of religious trad V ’ the 
ists, the apathy of the population, most of whom did10na1' 
lost and doomed as the missionaries liked to imagin*10* feel 
fare within and between States and slave dealing. In add^' 
to these were customs and institutions of traditional sdlU°n 
repugnant to European conceptions of morality and °Clety 
such as human sacrifice, twin-murder, slavery, immolat^ 
wakes, elaborate burial and marriage practices, and 
so-called despotic tendencies of the chiefs. the

It is clear that if the chiefs could not be swept away bv th 
removal of the above obstacles their authority would b6 
severely undermined. In a sense, then, the desire of the mis 
sionaries for the transformation of West African society was 
a potential threat to the status quo and a veritable blow to 
the position and authority of the chiefs. In their hope for a 
suitable environment for the sowing of the gospel seed many 
missionaries became advocates of the use of force, or hailed 
with undisguised delight military subjugation of anti­
missionary chiefs and peoples. In this light the British bom­
bardment of Lagos in 1851 was hailed by a missionary as a 
providential blessing that would open a way for the evangel­
ization of other parts of Yorubaland; and the expedition 
against the Asante in 1896 was described as ‘a righteous war’ 
by another missionary. The favourable disposition of mis­
sionaries to military expeditions against the ’pagan" West 
African rulers was well expressed by a Southern American 
Baptist missionary on the eve of a military expedition: War 
is often a means of opening a door for the gospel to enter a 
country. A sword of steel often goes before a sword of the 
spirit.’21

It is important to stress that the missionaries were not 
necessarily a trigger-happy set of people delighted with the 
carnage and terrible sufferings which European superior 
arms used to inflict on the African resisters. Certainly they 
would have been happier if many of the expeditions had not 
taken place and the obstacles to their work removed y 
ot er means. But they felt that military expeditions, thoug 
an evil, would yield good. They were earnest, zealous, an 
passionate well-wishers of the peoples it was their duty
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evangelize. They imagined that the principles of the Christ­
ian faith for which they had so much passion ought to be 
perceived automatically by their converts and ‘pagans’; they 
made no allowance for the fact that human nature cannot be 
transformed overnight, that the customs and institutions of a 
people could not disappear by exhortations.

But apart from the belief among many missionaries in 
pre-colonial West Africa that maxims and seven pounders 
would bring recalcitrant chiefs to their senses, there was also 
the fact that many of the missionaries became imperially- 
minded. Like their secular colleagues, they began to think in 
terms of‘spheres of influence' for their respective countries. 
To a certain extent their wish in this respect was imbued with 
the sense that their enterprise could flourish best only under 
the flag of their respective countries. As a British missionary 
said ‘under no government will the agencies of the kingdom 
of heaven work with greater freedom and force than our 
own’.22

The imperial ambitions of the pre-colonial missionaries 
were encouraged by the fact that two different nationalities 
and two different forms of Christianity were sometimes 
represented in many areas. The Protestants were largely 
British, the Roman Catholics largely French. In Sierra 
Leone, a territory where British influence was already 
strong, the Protestant missions more or less monopolized the 
field; in the Gold Coast British Protestant missions antici­
pated the Roman Catholics by eighty years. In Dahomey 
supremacy went to the French Catholic priests of the Society 
of African Missions. It was these missionaries who prepared 
the way for the eventual occupation of that territory by 
France. In fact in 1891 one of the missionaries, P. Dorgere, 
was publicly invested with the medal of the Legion of Hon­
our by Rear-Admiral Cuvelier de Cuverville at Porto 
Novo.22 An official who watched the patriotic services of the 
SMA priests in West Africa wrote of them in 1890: ‘we bow 
to them as foremost champions of civilisation, preceding and 
sustaining the flag of France for which they consciously die 
without noise and simply as a duty’.23

It was in the territory that became Nigeria that the British 
Protestant’ and French Catholic missionaries strove most
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• areas of influence for their respective coun- 
vigorous y to wi Presbyterian Missionaries of Scot­
ti- r n prevailed on Efik chiefs to reject French 
la"d ,Phey were to ask the Efik in 1889 to reject 
r r influencc'in Old Calabar. In 1888 French priests 
Ge tpd to secure Abeokuta for France, whilst they 
declared time and again that Yorubaland would be best 
Christianized by Catholic priests under a French Protector­
ate On the Niger, observed Mattei, leader of French trading 
companies in the-early eighties, the activities of the Niger 
Mission under Bishop Crowther hindered the prospects of 
French influence in the Lower Niger. It was in an effort to 
replace this British influence that Mattei and Father Plan- 
que, the Superior-General of the Society of African Mis­
sion’s, decided to introduce Roman Catholicism to the Niger 
in 1884.25 On the role played by British Christian missions in 
winning Nigeria for Britain, there is no better evidence than 
that of Sir H. H. Johnston, himself one of the builders of 
British Nigeria, who told the British public in 1911: ‘In fact, 
the CMS, for good or for ill, has done more to create British 
Nigeria than the British Government'.26

The traditional rulers of West Africa were not unaware of 
the close relations between the missionaries and the 
imperially-minded secular agents on the coast. In fact the 
missionaries never scrupled to impress it upon the rulers that 
they had a common identity with their secular countrymen. 
Claims to association with their government agents by mis­
sionaries had practical advantages for the latter. It made the 
chiefs aware that any physical molestation of the mis- 

- sionaries in their midst would be avenged bv the latter s 
governments in Europe; and it increased the missionary's 
prestige in the interior as long as the chiefs' relations with 
t e seculai officials on the coast were cordial and mutually 
beneficial.
sionarip^?ei,flCdme ? time when the association of mis­
takes for 1 • ntlSh °r French governments had disadvan- 
offended the^hiefcThr’ Wh"neVer the secular agentS 
the missionaries tV °nUS of resPonsit>iIity was placed on 
became stronTwhln thWaS qUite logicaL Fear of the chiefS

8 the lmPenal ambitions of the European
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administrations on the coast in Lagos, Port Novo, Cape 
Coast, and Freetown became visible to the traditional rulers. 
It was natural that the blame was put on the preachers of the 
gospel and the wrath of the chiefs was visited on them.

The ‘Deliver the people from chiefly tyranny and into our 
hands, O God!’ pattern of relations between missionaries 
and traditional rulers in pre-colonial West Africa can be 
illustrated in several parts of the territory. But since the 
Nigerian and Sierra Leonean patterns are more or less 
known from other accounts our attention may be chiefly 
concentrated on the situation on the Gold Coast, that is on 
the relations between the Wesleyan and Basel Evangelical 
missionaries on the one hand and the King of Asante on the 
other.

After considerable hesitancy the Asantehene responded 
favourably to the requests of the Wesleyan Missionary So­
ciety to establish a station in Kumasi. The latter made 
strenuous efforts to convince the Asantehene that Christian­
ity would not only confer economic benefits on Asante, but 
make the State as powerful and progressive as Britain. In all 
the visits made by Thomas Birch Freeman to Kumasi he 
never went alone in his capacity as a purely religious propa­
gandist. In every visit he gave the Asantehene the impres­
sion that he was an agent of the British Government as well. 
In 1839, on the occasion of his first trip to Kumasi, George 
Maclean, the illegal British ruler of the Gold Coast from 
1830-44, sent two soldiers to accompany the missionary with 
a letter of recommendation to the Asantehene.27 Two years 
later the missionary was escorted by a sergeant and six sol­
diers and he delivered a message from Queen Victoria. In 
1848 Freeman was appointed as secretary to the purely 
political mission of Lieutenant-Governor Winniett to 
Kumasi. In this last trip the Asantehene not only witnessed 
the Christian services held by Winniett and the troops on 
Sundays but was commended for his patronage of missionary 
propaganda. In all cases Freeman reported fully on his visits 
and passed on valuable information on the Asante country 
to the British administration in Cape Coast.28

Freeman became an informant and an adviser of some 
importance on Anglo-Fante and Anglo-Asante relations. In
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70 r • -ithe secular appointment of civil comman- 
'837 hfe,ahC“f«ra district; successive administrators asked 
dant of the acc political missions in the interior
him to unde''“d dof African affairs was useful in the set- 
and his know! dg one Fante group and another
tlement of di p the Fante It was m the logj<_ Qf
ahndbeIhat in h1873 when Sir Garnet Wolseley wanted to 
S Asante, he made a special request to the Wesleyan 
Mi Senary Society for permission to use Freeman s services 
to information that would facilitate victory over the
Asante

It can be seen that Freeman’s association with the reports 
to the British administration were a potential threat to the 
sovereignty of the Asantehene and his State. In fact by 1853 
other Wesleyan missionaries had begun to see in the Asan­
tehene the real obstacle to the Christianization of the Asante 
and they had begun to paint him as a despot. According to 
the report of that year by a missionary in Kumasi:

The Asantes are not a free people, they are fast bound in the 
chains of despotism, so much so, that no one dares to do what 
he thinks proper in his own eyes.... They always do what the 
king sanctions, whether good or bad, so that as the king is a 
pagan, they must all remain so.30

When therefore in 1874 the British attacked Asante the 
mission world hailed the attack as a step in the right direc­
tion which they believed would reduce the authoritarian hold 
of the Asantehene on his subjects. By 1894 missionaries 
were claiming that ‘the whole country’, except its paramount 
ruler, was craving for British protection and anxious to be 
freed from the despotic rule of their ‘tyrant’ and impatient to 
accept Christian missionaries.
,^n meantime the Asantehene was having second 

to^ls^ use^u^ness missionaries in his country. Up 
intprm j l e Wesleyan missionaries had proved excellent 
and th RaneSu,n the settIin8 of disputes bet ween the Asante 
by the Rrb/k • ®ut the 1863 expedition against the Asante 
bad blood h ?n Utter were worsted had created
The Weslevan5Ween tbe Asantehene and the missionaries.

>ans were compelled to fold up their enterprise in
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Kumasi. In 1869 Asante forces captured two missionaries of 
the Basel Evangelical Society in their stations at Anum and 
Ho, after the Asante had been provoked by the territorial 
incursions of the British administration in south-east Asante. 
In Kumasi the missionaries were treated as slaves and were 
made to erect a European-style residence for Karikari, the 
Asantehene.31

As should be expected the Asante refused to allow the 
Wesleyans to reopen their enterprise in Kumasi after the 
punishment meted out to them by the 1874 British expedi­
tion. The missionaries in turn became decidedly hostile to 
the Asantehene in their records and appeals to the British 
Government for a really overwhelming military subjugation 
of the Asante. As a Basel Evangelical missionary put it, the 
British Government should do this ‘For God’s sake, for 
humanity’s sake, for THE PRESTIGE the English Govern­
ment has still on the Gold Coast sake’.32 The missionaries 
became newsmongers and they furnished the British with 
news of alleged human sacrifice and countless atrocities con­
tinually perpetrated by the Asantehene. In 1894 they urged 
the British Government to‘act at once’ and declare a Protec­
torate over Asante. On the eve of the expedition against the 
Asante in 1896 the missionaries in the interior informed the 
British Government about a plot which, they alleged, the 
Asantehene had to kill all the Christian adherents in his 
State.33

The expedition, which paralysed the military capacity of 
the Asante, was described publicly in London by a Wesleyan 
missionary as ‘a righteous one, to effect the protection of 
those natives who were under the sway of the inhuman chiefs 
of that dreadful country’.34

Indeed, against the will of the chiefs, the Wesleyan and 
Basel Evangelical missionaries were imposed on Asante by 
the bayonet. The sulking chiefs refused to patronize mission 
stations which they regarded as political outposts of the Brit­
ish Government. In 1900 when the Asante rebelled against 
the British for the last time in their history, the chiefs 
wreaked vengeance on the chapels and buildings of the 
Christian teachers. Once more the missions were reinstated 
by British force. It is significant to note that the ill-conceived

1

i
1
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• 4 a Hpcision of the governor, Sir F. M. Hodgson, and ill-judgedI °f Golden Stooi, the great symbol Qf 
10 ata'spirit solidarity, and nation, was to a certain 
lhe Ar?nsnired by the advice of the Reverend F. Ramsayer.

should declare: ‘We thank Him for this, and more especially 
as British subjects, that the Representative of our Queen has 
been preserved, her brave and loyal soldiers and subjects 
saved, and that the prestige of the British Empire remains 
unharmed’.35 . .

In 1900 the Asante rulers were not alone in their sulking 
at the bitter experience of missionaries as heralds of Euro­
pean rule. By 1891 the Egba authorities had become 
unyieldingly convinced that the Christian elements in their 
midst were proteges of the British administration in Lagos. 
Therefore in this year they ‘begged’ the missionaries and 
Christian adherents to leave Egba territory.36 Two years 
later the French brought fire and sword upon the Daho- 
mians, exiled the king who had imprisoned French mis­
sionaries, and had the Mass publicly celebrated in Abomey 
by Father Ignatius Lissner, Chaplain to French troops.37 In 
1898 the Ekumeku of Asaba hinterland, a society organized 
against the intrusion of missionaries into their country, were 
severely punished by the Royal Niger Company for attack­
ing mission stations. The CMS and SMA missions were 
reimposed upon them.38 Even Muslim rulers knew that 
Chiistian missionaries were forerunners of an infidel take­
over of an Islamic State. This was why the Emirs of Northern 
Nigeria resisted the Christian missionary after 1888. In 1900 

e ultan of Turkey sent emissaries to advise the emirs to 
ST 1,ntrusion of the Ave CMS missionaries heading for 
Governn^ ? YT praying on their journey that the British 
•he aNeged'V^canX
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4
The Coming of Western Education to 

Africa

The feverish energy with which practically all independent 
African countries have been sponsoring literary education 
since attainment of independence, signally underlines their 
full recognition of the strategic and decisive role which this 
sine qua non dynamic of social change and progress should 
play in their programme of modernization. The bewildering 
fervour of post-independence Africans in the matter of 
Western-type education should not mislead non-African 
observers into thinking that the scales are just dropping from 
the eyes of Africans, that it is only now that Africans are 
learning that Western-type knowledge constitutes power, 
that it is only in this generation that Africans are having a 
perception of the absolute relevance of Western education 
to their vision of, and hope for, a modernized continent. For 
African States are intensely engaged in a ‘soul-catching’ race 
in the pursuit of literary education at all levels, multiplying 
Western-type primary schools by the thousands, secondary 
schools by the hundreds, and university institutions by the 
tens. Hence the ambition of the Nasser regime in Egypt to 
build one school every day; hence the fact that Western-type 
education has been far and away the biggest single item of 
government expenditure in practically all African States; 
hence the spectacle of a poor country like Lesotho in which 
ninety-five per cent of all children are thrown into school.

And yet the essence of the matter is that despite the 
energetic sponsoring of Western-type education we are wit­
nessing, this system of education has not suddenly descended

75
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. Q frnm the moon: it has been present on this large UP°r ent for nearly two millennia, producing results whi!h 
Sve adde umFnous stars to the intellectual firmament of 
mankind I" Roman Africa Western-type education pro­
duced political thinkers, intellectuals, and bishops of world 
renown;1 in Ethiopia, thanks to the arrival there of Christ- 
ianitv in the fourth century ad, centuries of literary tradition 
produced massive and indigenous literature in which re- 
searchers have begun to find consolation. And, as has been 
amply demonstrated by several scholars, nineteenth century 
West Africa, a territory where the white man’s religious pre­
sence was both early and highly rewarding to its inhabitants, 
produced a galaxy of educated people whose ideas, aspira­
tions, and visions manifestly anticipated those of present-day 
illustrious leaders on the continent.2 Even in areas where the 
white man’s rule was prejudicial to the mental development 
of Africans in the Western literary fashion, a few 
Africans—whom one could count on the fingers—were able 
to receive high-quality Western education. For example, 
Professor D. D. T. Jabavu of South Africa graduated with 
honours in English in the University of London in 1912, the 
first South African of Bantu origin to obtain a British degree. 
Ntsu Mokhehle of Lesotho acquired the MSc degree with a 
thesis on the parasitology of birds.

Before the middle of this century then, when the craze for 
Western education began to gather momentum, the value of 
this brand of education and its relevance to the aspirations of 
New Africa’ were clearly perceived by a tiny minority of 

Africans. So keen was their awareness that these Africans 
were very anxious to have the trickles of Western-type 
knowledge introduced by private agencies—almost exclu­
sively missionary bodies—transformed into a deluge by the 
co onia powers. And when the colonial masters would not 

asP*fati°ns, African nationalists accused 
ization f 6 * w^hh^ding this instrument of modern- 
«Winen A “ °rder t0 dda>' the Progress Of ,he 
their owrI found asu^^’ Egyptian nationalists had on 
Jomo Ken aS K?kWeS nrn’Sty,e University;’ in Kenya, 
‘Independent’ ^entra^ Association established

P "Pent schools;4 in Nigeria the educated e]ite
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demanded universal and compulsory primary education as 
early as the twenties.5

. The non-implementation of the dream of the educated 
elite in respect of Western education—a factor responsible 
for the embryonic form of this instrument of modernization 
in Africa today—should not be ascribed solely to the indif­
ference of the colonial masters. There is another reason 
which educationists should seek to understand through more 
and more research.6 It is that the African dreamers of West­
ern education were few and far between and were not neces­
sarily authentic spokesmen for the majority of Africans in 
pre-colonial Africa for the larger part of the colonial era. 
The majority of the African population did not perceive, or 
share, the ‘New Africa’ vision of the tiny educated elite. For 
the unlettered majority Western education had nothing to 
recommend it: it was repulsive, obliterating the identity and 
dignity of the African, putting him mentally in a milieu 
hardly relevant to his needs, sense of values, and aspirations. 
In other words, Western education sought to turn his world 
upside down.

The instinctive response of the unyieldingly apathetic 
unlettered African majority to Western education in this 
way must be clearly appreciated. For in conception, in con­
tent, and envisioned results Western education was an edi­
tion of the world of the white man, a palpable danger to the 
society in which Africans had lived, had moved, and had 
their being from time immemorial. For this majority there 
was only one proper system of education and that was the 
non-literary traditional system which had attributes that the 
Western-type system has not been able to acquire to date.7 
The non-literary education of the traditional world inte­
grated the individual in society from birth to death; it was 
related to, and blissfully meaningful in, its milieu; it was 
comprehensive in scope, imparting effectively moral values, 
giving vocational training, and teaching codes of 
behaviour—all in one breath; the entire society was the 
school and the teacher; training went on all the time. And 
relations between individuals and the position of individuals 
within the hierarchy were clearly regulated. Above all, the 
individual found solace in the education he acquired; he
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education has not produced in the young people the 
a it of self-control. Our youths exhibit the ugly faults and 

unp easant symptoms of an age of transition. These faults are 
not the characteristic qualities of the Yoruba. All foreign obser- 
wm h'Ve Cen strU(?k fhe innate politeness of the people; 

me have even said that this politeness verges [sic] on timidity 
Xrol le|'CT 11 is Parll> * desire to cast off this 
from thp’/arty ,rom fhe want of social control and partly also 
ance that m3Ceit?red by a learning in the midst of ignor- 

ny have erred in becoming rude and offensive.8

itional educadon^n^01 °f the maJority of Africans to trad- 
n°twithstandin<r w their contempt for the Western system

8’ Western education has come to stay-
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u- wnrld in relation to which he developed hk understood his c()smology In this world he fulfilled himself 
philosophy an non_literary educational system was the 

Set ag!1'S which began to mould and direct the minds of 
WCa ^/adherents to ideas and habitudes out of the tradi- 
lts African h majority of the traditionalists witnessed 
JLTlice^ ng of the ideas and opinions of the intruding West- 
h Jnrntors at the expense of traditional opinions and 

Meas they became apprehensive and began to view Western 
education as mis-education They could not approve of a 
Item which began to dissolve their natural collective con- 
seiouTness into individual components .which began to sub- 
Xte instruction in schools for education, and which began 
IO encourage cleverness in place of wisdom. Little wonder 
that in several parts of Africa where the colonial religious 
masters tried to persuade chiefs to send their children to 
school slaves were handed over to the missionaries to be 
sen[ t0 as the Yoruba put it—lie Odaju, an institution for 
the breeding of impertinent children.

That there was substance in the fear of the traditionalist 
majority about Western education, that it made the African 
less educated than it found him in the traditional milieu, is 
clear from the observations of Western-style educationists 
right from the beginning of this century. In this connection 
one might reproduce an observation by Henry Carr, a 
Western-style educationist of no mean order, in 1908.
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Whilst this state of affairs chagrins the traditionalists, it gives 
undisguised delight to the minority educated elite to whom 
the colonial masters transferred the destiny of this continent. 
It therefore behoves us to have a glimpse of how this West­
ern education came to Africa in the nineteenth century, the 
form this system took, the aims of its apostles, and its 
significance in the evolution of the continent.

The credit for the advent of Western education in Africa 
goes entirely to Christian missions. This point should be 
strongly emphasized in view of the fact that many of us are 
wont to read retrospectively the present-day zeal and 
enormous financial commitment by governments in this mat­
ter of Western education. All over Africa outside the Islamic 
zone governments are latecomers in the spread of Western 
education; their assumption of control of schools in our day 
and their habit of barking at the Christian and other private 
agencies, should not make us forget that governments are 
reaping where they did not sow. The real sowers were Christ­
ian missions who in the process enlisted the moral and finan­
cial support of their African adherents.

The missionary was necessarily an educationist; education 
and Christianity were handmaids. Although the primary aim 
of the missionary was to Christianize Africans, he perceived 
from the beginning that the Gospel could not be divorced 
from the written word; that to establish the Gospel among 
Africans the latter must have Bibles which they must read, 
and this implied instruction, hence the fact that wherever 
there was a missionary the Church and the school were 
inseparable. Converts had to be taught the elements of read­
ing and writing in order that they might be in the position to 
understand God’s message to man through the Holy Scrip­
tures. But the majority of missionaries felt that if Christian­
ity was to be successfully established in Africa the missionary 
must give the converts more than the three R’s; his whole 
being should be changed by high-quality education. There­
fore the missionary tried to elicit ideas, evolve emotions, and 
develop character in Africans, a people almost despaired of 
and dismissed as ‘a miserable spectacle, deplorably wretched 
in body and in mind’. Moreover, the shrewd missionaries 
knew that the Church in Africa must depend on the children
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world. As a missionary put it: "al

In carrying on the work of instruction, the day school is a 
important and indispensable institution. It is with the youn^ 
our hope of the advancement of our churches to a higher st 
dard chiefly lies, and by giving them the power of reading 
Scripture and an amount of instruction which those advanced - 
life are incapable of receiving, we hope the succeeding generln 
tion will be able to start from a higher platform, and obtain3' 
more robust Christian life, in which the evils which cling to 
those emerging from heathenism will disappear, or at least be 
much less exhibited/’

But it should be remarked that the founders of Western 
education were divided into two schools of thought on the 
way the primary school should go. The more liberal group 
favoured fully-fledged school curricula but the more conser­
vative and dogmatic group doubted whether the Western 
education being introduced into Africa should ever be 
encouraged to go beyond the three R's and a narrowly con­
ceived Bible-tied curriculum. This latter group were 
narrow-minded and bigoted interpreters of the purpose of 
man's existence on earth. In their view all that mattered was 
that man should have the vision of Heaven as contained in 
the Bible; this Bible was the ‘Book of Books’, the one litera­
ture that he should read and make the touchstone of all his 
actions; to make him read literature on. or acquire knowl­
edge of, this sinful world or the universe would be diverting 
his soul away from perception of the Heavenly Vision. True 
in Europe and America where, members of this conservative 
school contended, such knowledge of the terrestrial globe 
had been encouraged, it was an infernal sort of knowledge 
t at lesulted, and this should not be given to the African. In 
any case, argued the conservative but well-intentioned 
group, once you began to instruct the African on matters not 
exclusively spiritual, what evidence had you that he would 

0 Pre er the mundane to the heavenly? r
thnnlh!nStrUCJive t0 note that the ‘three R’s on,y’ sch°° rv

g was by no means confined to nineteenth centu y
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Southern Africa where the racist missionaries of the Dutch 
Reformed Church of South Africa were salving their consci­
ence with the argument that the school was primarily a civil­
izer and not necessarily a breeder of Christians. In West 
Africa it also had its representatives. Perhaps the most vocal 
member was Father Zappa of the Society of African Mis­
sions. Once given education beyond the three R’s, argued 
Zappa, African boys would wish to work for Europeans 
either as clerks or traders and would thereby be removed 
from the guardianship of their families and the missionary 
mentors. The way was clear for them to be led into places of 
corruption where their morals and faith would be practically 
lost. In this sense ‘the school method involves a mis­
understanding of our mission which is simply an apostolic 
affair. We would virtually be committing a crime against the 
souls of these children if we were to be the first means of 
leading them into this dangerous situation’.10

However, the more liberal group, who believed that 
Western education should go beyond, far beyond, the three 
R’s in Africa, took a more comprehensive view of the pur­
pose of man’s existence on earth. Whilst agreeing that the 
primary aim of the missionary was to turn the African’s mind 
to God in the way prescribed by Christianity, they believed 
that perception of the Heavenly Vision was impossible for a 
man’s soul until his body, the container of his soul, was first 
in a state of happiness and well-being; to be in this state the 
African should attain mental victory, understand the laws of 
Nature, and be able to apply these laws for the development 
of the material well-being of mankind. In the words of T. J. 
Bowen, a pioneer missionary in West Africa:

But the experience and the sober sense of mankind will always 
decide that true faith and true piety are inseparable from a due 
regard both to the body and the soul, and to the mental as well 
as the moral nature of man. The Gospel was never intended to 
feed and to clothe us, or to instruct us in reading, writing and 
printing, or in grammar, history, geography and other things 
necessary to a correct understanding of the Bible. Yet without 
food and clothing, and several branches of secular knowledge, 
the Bible and the Gospel cannot exist in any country."

AHS- G
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Whilst it has sufficed to speak in general about the estab, 
Sent of primary schools in Africa by Christian missions

Essential to be specific about grammar schools and Uni-’ 
verity institutions, the beginnings of which Africa also 0Wes 
to Christian missions. In this regard this writer intends to 
reveal highlights about the first secondary school and the 
first university institution in modern Africa, both of which by 
historical circumstances were founded in the nineteenth cen­
tury in the Colony of Sierra Leone in West Africa.

The first secondary grammar school was founded in Sierra 
Leone on 25 March 1845 among liberated Africans and 
their offspring in whose society primary schools, described as 
‘Christian Institutes’, had been introduced early in the cen­
tury. Beginning with fourteen students the roll number had 
gone up to seventy-eight in 1853 and over 250 in 1933. By 
1935 a total of 3,740 students had entered the school.12 A 
peculiarity of this grammar school is that in the early years 
many of the students were admitted at the age of thirty or 
thirty-two. Robert Gross, one of the foundation students 
was thirty; David John and John During (enrolled 4 Sep­
tember 1846) and Joseph O. Wilson (enrolled 2 December 
1857) were thirty-two.

However, this peculiarity should not detract from the fact 
that the founding of the CMS Grammar School was not an 
ordinary event in the history of Western education in Africa 
in general and in West Africa in particular. For this institu­
tion was far more cosmopolitan in its intake of students than 
has been realized, drawing to itself students from East Africa 
and the West Indies.13 As for West Africa, students came 
regularly from Old Calabar, Bonny, Opobo, Lagos, 
Badagry, Whydah, Accra, Cape Coast, Liberia, and the 
Gambia. Particularly worth mentioning are Barth Jass Boss 
from Zanzibar (enrolled 17 January 1867), Douglas Maluti

—both from East Africa (enrolled 7 August 
), and Robert Morgan from Jamaica (enrolled 28 

}S86). From West Africa one might mention R- 
Thon? t*le Camero°ns (enrolled 14 January 1881), 
tembe/1 RQ7^S Wi!^ams fr°m Lokoja (enrolled 27 Sep' 
(enrolled i i i a?o iolln A- Beecroft from Fernando P° 

uy 1853). And it should be stressed that this
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secondary school did not lose the attribute of cosmopolitan­
ism decades after such territories as Nigeria and the Gold 
Coast had their own secondary schools. Thus although 
Nigeria had five grammar schools for boys by 1900 (the first 
of them in 1859), Joseph I Yokorogba from Nembe (enrol­
led 9 February 1909), John M’Cral from Sapele (enrolled 8 
February 1910), Yaya Shitta Kosoko from Lagos (enrolled 
25 April 1915), Okonetim Ekeng from Old Calabar (enrol­
led 14 October 1920), and Babafunmi N. Agbebi from 
Lagos (enrolled 19 January 1926) still went to the CMS 
Grammar School in Sierra Leone. And as late as 1909—the 
existence of the Methodist Grammar School on the Gold 
Coast since 1876 notwithstanding—Kofi M. Adde left his 
country for Sierra Leone and enrolled in the first grammar 
school on 22 May 1909; Gottdield N. Alema did the same, 
leaving Accra, and enrolled on 26 January 1914.

The value of this cosmopolitan pattern of the student 
population for the development of healthy inter-ethnic and 
international relations, which apostles of international 
schools all over the world are advocating in our generation, 
might well be contemplated. And one is bound to wonder 
whether the Pan-West African attitude of many of the old 
boys of this institution in the nineteenth century could not be 
traced to the Pan-ethnic and Pan-African atmosphere of this 
institution, apart from its emphasis on the racial neutralism 
of the Christian message. To give a few examples. Though 
Igbo by his ethnic label, J. B. Horton (enrolled May 1846) 
became a spokesman for all West Africans and drew pro­
grammes of development for all of them;14 Charles Pepple of 
Bonny (enrolled 13 August 1856) became a postmaster on 
the Gold Coast; Samuel Lewis (enrolled 6 July 1857) was a 
lawyer with interest in events in other parts of West Africa.15

One other significant characteristic of the first secondary 
grammar school is that Africans were taken into partnership 
in its policy-making and directorship. In 1863, within eigh­
teen years of the founding of the school, James Quaker, one 
of the foundation students, was appointed by the Church 
Missionary Society as the principal. This post he held with 
credit and commendation for the next twenty years. It was a 
courageous and magnanimous experiment, only effaced by
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« -,he b‘X"hnn in ore-colonial West Africa. By this appointment Of 
an African the ability of Africans to head a secondary school 
nnd direct its affairs was recognized. This tradition was fob 
lowed by the Methodists in subsequent years when C. j 
Mav another able African, was put in charge of the Method­
ist High School in Sierra Leone in the century. Such a liberal 
tradition was carried on by the Church Missionary Society 
and the Wesleyan Mission in respect of their secondary 
schools in Nigeria. Thus T. B. Macaulay, Isaac Oluwple, and 
J. S. Fanimokun successively headed the Lagos CMS 
Grammar School right into the first decade of the twentieth 
century, whilst E. W. Euba was principal of the Wesleyan 
High School, Lagos for more than a decade.

In terms of academic distinction the first secondary school 
gave a solid and well-rounded education to its students, 
many of whom went into universities. A few of the alumni 
acquitted themselves in so distinguished a manner that they 
should be mentioned. J. B. Horton so distinguished himself 
in medicine that he was patronized by white people on the 
Gold Coast and it may be noted that he was only twenty-five 
in 1859 when he obtained the MD of Edinburgh. Nathaniel 
S. King from Abeokuta (enrolled 5 March 1866) returned to 
Nigeria ten years later as the first Nigerian medical doctor. 
Samuel Lewis became the first African to be called to the 
English Bar and the first African to be honoured with a 
knighthood. In the field of education was Christian F. Cole 
(enrolled 17 November 1862), the first African to obtain the 
BA of Oxford University and who tutored there. In the 
Church, James Johnson (enrolled 8 July 1851) was the first 
Grammar School alumnus to be raised to the status of Assis­
tant Bishop. In the field of literature was, again, J. B. Horton 
w o used his pen in defence of the Negro race against the 
vi1 cation of such negrophobist pseudo-anthropologists as 

I r- burton, Winwood Reade, and T. J. Hutchinson. He 
a hnnriV°jatecl *ndePendence for all West Africa more than 
a hundred years ago.16
Africa eSS s^n^cance for Africa in general and for West 

particular was the Fourah Bay Institution which
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had been founded in 1827 and which was upgraded to a 
University institution in 1876. It is a pity that this institution, 
again founded by the CMS, is still waiting for its historian; all 
that readers can obtain for the moment are no more than 
flashes and glimpses of its history. For lack of space the story 
cannot be mentioned here, even briefly. It suffices to say that 
from 1876 onwards University education became available 
in West Africa, its graduates holding degrees of the Univer­
sity of Durham; by 1950, according to the General 
Register—the one opened in 1827 with Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther, later Bishop, as one of the foundation students— 
slightly more than a thousand Africans from a wide geo­
graphical area, were admitted to Fourah Bay;17 Fourah Bay 
College became the nursery of high-level man-power 
deployed mainly in the Church, but also to the advantage of 
secondary schools and the civil service of former British 
West Africa.

Nevertheless the academic achievement of this institution 
in the nineteenth century should not go unmentioned. There 
can be no doubt whatsoever about the high standard of the 
institution as reflected in the attainment of its alumni. For it 
was here that Isaac Oluwole, one of the first graduates and 
for many years principal of the CMS Grammar School, 
Lagos, and Assistant Bishop, from 1894 to 1932, received 
his university training. No one privileged to read Oluwole’s 
correspondence and addresses can escape the spell of his 
brevity, ‘the soul of wit’, and a reflection of his very refined 
mind. Fourah Bay produced Archdeacon Henry Johnson, 
nicknamed ‘Powerful Johnson’ and ‘Jerusalem Johnson’, 
whose trenchant pen and mastery of the English language 
bewildered so eminent a scholar of languages as Dr R. N. 
Cust. Indeed so distinguished was Henry Johnson’s 
achievement in the study of some West African languages 
and other non-African languages that Cambridge University 
welcomed him with an MA, the public Orator describing him 
as litteris et Anglicis et Hebraicis et Arabicis eruditus. And 
last, though not least, it was Fourah Bay that equipped 
Henry Rawlinson Carr, whose contribution to the develop­
ment of Western education in Nigeria from 1889 till his 
death in 1945 is only just receiving attention. A passionate
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lover of books, he cultivated his mind th ST°DiEs
of books which made his library the h f °U^h the thO11 
in the West Africa of his day and th nu? Pers°naHib 
University College Library. Ucleus of the lb

However, the greatest merit of Four^ .
academic sense, is the contribution it made t B.ay’ * the 
West African languages between 1827 and 1 studY of 
the production of vernacular literature in, ’ eadingt0
languages—a thing of important cultural valued a d°2en 
the scholarship of Bishop Crowther’s translation todaV 
and dictionary as the foundation of written Yorub^r0131’’ 
ture. the largest and most popular vernacular litertn3' 
West Africa, has been recognized. Of S. W. Koelle’s p?" 
glotta Africaner a collection of vocabularies of West Afric 
distinguished linguist has said: kIn giving linguists the gui­
dance of the Polyglotta, Freetown made a notable contribu­
tion to African advancement in literacy and literature
No collection as wide, as accurate and as detailed as this, had 
been achieved previously in the whole field of African lan­
guages: and none has been achieved single-handedly ever 
since'.18

Although the feverish energy with which languages were 
studied and taught in the nineteenth century disappeared in

Departments of Linguistics and La"g“ and achievements of
What has been said a^out ‘ F ° gLeone and the Fourah 

the CMS Grammar School, Sier missions-
Bay College—as the handiwork^^^ntinent outs.de 

applied to the regard no amount of PralseVestern
the Islamic belt. In this r g d sustainers ot v
Christian missions, as the an overstatement.Jhe^
education in Africa, would illustrate the era ssm,rt 
institutions we have men i • j gOvernmens asI,ot
ence and irresponsibility of coto School As
of Western education. The Leone unh th.s
assisted by the government ofS e q{ WeSt Afr 
other similar institutions in othe P

outs.de
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secondary school was able to pay its way, thanks to the poor 
salaries of the dedicated teachers, paid from school fees and 
subvention by the churches. Consequently as early as 1863 
the institution recorded a credit balance of £427.

But Fourah Bay, a much more expensive enterprise, had a 
sad experience. Largely maintained from fees, bequests from 
wealthy Africans, and by the Church Missionary Society, it 
ran into one financial crisis after another and was often in 
danger of folding up. Perhaps the worst year was 1909 when 
the CMS decided to close it down. And although the colonial 
government was earning a lot of revenue, there was no ques­
tion of its considering it expedient to come to the rescue of 
this university institution. What saved the institution from 
closing down in this year was the sacrifice by its staff, particu­
larly Dr James Denton, the Principal, and the Reverend T. 
S. Johnson (later Assistant Bishop), who contributed part of 
their stipends for its upkeep. In 1918 the Methodists, and 
later the American Evangelical United Brethren, associated 
with the CMS and began to participate in the funding of the 
institution. The attempt to introduce science teaching in 
1928, intended to lead to pre-clinical training in medicine, 
had to be dropped for lack of funds. Christian missions main­
tained the institution until 1951 when the colonial govern­
ment came to its rescue.

The terrific indifference of colonial governments to the 
welfare of the peoples over whom they were presiding in the 
matter of Western education and responsibility for the 
spread of this means of modernization by Christian missions 
continued until very lately in several parts of the continent. 
In respect of higher education the shaping hand of Christian 
missions could be traced to the South African Native College 
at Fort Hare and Pius XII University College in Roma, 
Lesotho. Ideologically and in effect Fort Hare was a projec­
tion of the Lovedale Institution, the famous institution of the 
Scottish Presbyterian Mission, which since the middle of the 
nineteenth century had become the main nursery of the edu­
cated elite of Southern Africa. Indeed the father of Fort 
Hare was Dr James Stewart, the famous and second Princi­
pal of Lovedale Institution. This remarkable man, who 
believed that the African was by no means biologically
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, . ,h. white man. dreamed of raising Africans in ,
inferior to th . as South Africa, to the level Of ,k° whfeS man In different waiks of life through the age'n^ 

Xm education.'’ He therefore conceived the idea of a 
university institution for which he was still exerting himse|f 
when he died in 1905. However by this date his idea had 
been bought by other missionaries in Lovedale, including a 
Bantu African and an alumnus of Lovedale, John Tengo 
Jabavu In 1915 the idea began to be put into effect. Three 
Christian missions—Anglican, Presbyterian, and
Methodist—made financial contributions which they began 
to administer, though the Union Government was repre­
sented on the Governing Council from the beginning. It was 
not an accident that the first Chairman of the Governing 
Council was the Reverend James Henderson, Principal of 
Lovedale Institution.20 Little wonder that right into the sec­
ond half of the twentieth century the University College of 
Fort Hare, as it came to be named subsequently, carried on 
the traditions of the mission school, emphasizing the Christ­
ian way of life.

There are one or two points worth noting about this 
nursery of high-quality African personnel in the midst of 
apartheid South Africa. It started as a non-racial institution 
and for more than forty years the degrees obtained there in 
Arts, Science, Theology, Education, and Agriculture were 
those of the University of South Africa. It should be noted 
that one of the original members of the staff was a Bantu 
African, Davidson Don Tengo Jabavu, a son of John Tengo 
Jabavu. One of the first two Africans to obtain the matricula­
tion certificate of the Cape of Good Hope, D. D. T. Jabavu 
ra^u^ *n ^a'es ar)d the University of London, obtaining 
h on<“*ursin English in 1912. Thence, he went to Birming- 
™ t°r Js Postgraduate certificate in Education. He then 

inoitnc the VTnited States where he visited Negro education 
thirtv Z’ e ^aS t0 rema*n on the staff of Fort Hare for 
applied-™, in 1945-«iH before apartheid was 
Union Gov 4 Upg,acled t0 the status of Professor by the 
African Studies'"6"' Md made Head of the Department of

nCf gllmPse of the gargantuan role of Christian mis-
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sions in the matter of Western education should include a 
word or two about the excellent work of the Roman Catholic 
Church in Basutoland (now Lesotho). Here practically all 
education was in the hand of the missions, the British rulers 
flatly neglecting the inhabitants in this matter.21 The domin­
ant mission was the Roman Catholic Mission. In 1945 this 
mission founded Pius XII University College in Roma, 
twenty-five miles from Maseru, with five students and four 
lecturers. By 1963 the student population had risen to 170 
with thirty-nine lecturers and it had begun to give courses in 
Arts, Science, Social Science, Commerce, and Education. Its 
catchment basin was Central and South Africa.

The crass levity of colonial governments in respect of 
Western education is understandable to the historian of 
Africa. These governments were deliberately lukewarm, or 
indifferent, or hostile to the provision of Western education 
to their African subjects for selfish imperial reasons. Apolog­
ists for colonial rule cannot deny that the colonial masters 
knew that it was in the intrinsic interest of Africa and Afri­
cans to have the best type of Western education. The truth of 
the matter is that, as beneficiaries of this kind of education, 
colonial rulers—one of whose claims to lording it over Africa 
was that they were educated in the Western fashion—did not 
want the subject peoples to be like themselves. At best colo­
nial rulers wanted their African subjects to be auxiliaries to 
whom only a small dosage of Western education would be 
given. It was clear to these colonial rulers that once Africans 
were as learned as they were, once Africans were made to 
acquire such literary and technical skills as these colonial 
rulers desired to monopolize, the moral justification for 
monopoly of authority and power would be effaced. It would 
no longer be tenable to speak of the ethics of imperialism. 
Therefore it was not until the forties, when a number of 
factors began to persuade the colonial powers that they 
would not be able to rule Africa colonially for ever, that in 
fact they should begin to desire to decolonize, that colonial 
governments began to give positive encouragement to the 
spread of Western education.

But not only were Christian missions the planters, prop­
agators, and tenders of Western education in the greater part
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S There is hardly any conception or idea or vision of 
Xation which Presen‘-day. educatlofnlsts ™h for Africa 
.hat did not occur to the missionary founders of Western 
education. In this regard let us examine what these founders 
conceived as the aims, purpose, and content of education 
and let us then assess the results of the education they gave

In the conception of practically all missionaries in the 
early days, the primary aim of Western education was to 
assist the African convert to know God in the manner pre­
scribed by the Holy Scriptures. The knowledge of the Bible 
was considered the only true knowledge, all other knowl­
edge being regarded as inferior. For the Christian message to 
be acquired, the African must be able to read this LBook of 
Books’ in his local language. In order for the Bible to be 
available in the vernacular, and have its message put across 
to converts intelligibly, it was essential to raise up African 
auxiliaries as teachers and preachers. Present day Christian 
missions have not altered this conception of education as 
being by far the most important and the most legitimate.

In order that Western education might produce Christians 
exemplifying Christian virtues, Christian missions insisted 
that no matter the level of education being given, the Bible 
should dominate the curriculum. In the pre-colonial period 
pupils in primary schools were forcibly overdosed with 
Christian religious teaching. When colonial governments 
began to emphasize secular education they incurred the hos­
tility of Church leaders, African and non-African, and had 
no choice but to allow Christian organizations to go on 
emphasizing religion in their schools—though with the pro­
viso that non-Christian pupils were not forcibly made to 
isten to the Christian message. Even in post-independence 

rica no government has been prepared to modify the per­
missiveness of the colonial era in the propagation of the 
Chi^Ti1 messa£e ’n Church schools, in the knowledge that 
anyth' ea<^ers an^ proprietors of schools would pronounce 
any such^uempT 3 ^overnment an^ st^r UP trouble against 

The domination of the curriculum by Christian religious
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subjects is clearly attested to by the documents. Greek, 
Latin, and Hebrew—languages on which Church literature 
has depended for centuries—featured prominently in 
Lovedale and Fourah Bay. The first aim of Lovedale was, 
according to the founders, ‘to train as preachers such young 
men as may be found intellectually and spiritually fit for such 
work’.22 And as proclaimed in 1873 the ordinary curriculum 
of Fourah Bay College was ‘Holy Scriptures, Latin, Greek 
and English, History and Geography, Moral Philosophy and 
the evidences of the Christian religion’. In fact in that year it 
was stated clearly that anyone who would not make his 
career in the Church should not be admitted to the College 
with the instruction ‘That all candidates bring satisfactory 
testimonials from three persons, one of whom must be a 
clergyman, ministers or Church members of any protestant 
denomination as to their moral and religious character’.23 
Even in a situation like that in the last decade in Old Calabar 
when the Cross River peoples had been asked to send boys 
and girls to be trained as artisans, carpenters, printers, and 
ironmongers, it was emphasized by the Presbyterian found­
ers of the Hope Waddell Institution that the primary aim was 
not to train such boys and girls in these professions but to 
turn them into evangelists and pastors of their villages. Con­
sequently they had to spend a great deal of their time on 
‘Christian work’.24

The attempt by Christian missions to see that their schools 
fulfilled Christian religious and moral purposes should not 
be dismissed as an exhibition of mere bigotry. In the pre­
colonial period, Christian moral values were held out to the 
world as best for mankind and secular officials endorsed such 
views. Moreover one cannot read the writings and sayings of 
educated Africans in the nineteenth century without being 
persuaded that they too expected Western education to pur­
vey Christian morality. Even so blatant an advocate of 
emphasis on science in the curriculum, J. B. Horton, never 
doubted that Western education was ipso facto ‘Christian 
education’.25 Perhaps the best example, apart from ‘Holy’ 
Johnson, of the African educationists who saw morality as 
the core of any worthy education system was Henry Carr. 
This distinguished educationist was an ardent Churchman
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Todaytnejn modern Africa. Aoa?'6111 
education is g. again> Western education ’h“ 
educationists y rf the traditional system n! 
den,OnS‘trh ht emphSs on effective and wholeso^^i 
restraints^ And so much has unadulterated secularism and

begun to share the anxieties of unlettered traditionalists that 
the coming of Western education to Africa has not been an 
unmixed blessing.

But though the primary aim of the founders of Western 
education in Africa was to put the souls of students in touch 
with God according to the prescription of Christianity, they 
sought to achieve other ends as well. One aim was to enable 
beneficiaries of Western education to understand, and be 
able to explain, the world around them and acquire knowl­
edge about other peoples in the world. As the Secretaries of 
the Church Missionary Society opined to pupils in Sierra 
Leone in 1820: ‘The Committee are not only desirous that 
you should know the word of God, but that your minds 
should be opened and your views enlarged by a knowledge 

, of the world in which we live, and a history of the different 
nations of the earth and of their present state.’27

In particular, Western education was expected by 
Afrophile mentors of Africans to enable the latter to have 
confidence tn themselves as 'the normal equals’ of other 
CTMtVb e “Se *° advantage opportunities to reveal their 
“ 8eT’,their resourcefulness, capacity to become 
ce sfu h,K al d°Ctors’ bish°Ps. practising scientists, suc- 
nocrX oXSSme"’Poli,ical thinkers, statesmen, and tech- 
argued people Se ulaSses of Africans began to aPPew’ 
Blyden, pe0Pn|P Hcnr>' Venn, J. B. Horton, and E. W 
the humanity of Afri C Africa who were being led to 0

y Ot Afncans- or their ability to contribute some
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That the African race possesses undoubtedly this ability may be 
further proved by the result of competitive examination in 
Europe between those who are educated there and their more 
favoured schoolmates by the progress they make in different 
undertakings in their native climate; and it behoves them, there­
fore, to labour steadfastly for the regeneration of their country, 
and to dissipate from the minds of those indisposed to the 
advancement of their race, the false theory always advanced, 
that they are incapable of advancement.28
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thing to the sum-total of human knowledge, or their equality 
with other races in various fields of human endeavour, would 
begin to revise their views and begin to learn to respect 
Africans. That the founders of Western education had to 
consciously hope that their educational institutions should 
achieve this end should be understood against the back­
ground of the stuff and nonsense disseminated in Europe 
and America about the Negro in the second half of the 
nineteenth century by racists and detractors. And as the 
hopes of Negrophiles were being fulfilled and several edu­
cated Africans were vindicating the ability of their race, dis­
paragers of the Negro race were reminded time and again of 
this achievement of Western education. Exhorting ‘the rising 
generation in West Africa’, one such African success of 
Western education remarked:

There were not wanting as well from the earliest days Euro­
pean and African apostles of Western education who wanted 
science and technology taught and applied to the social and 
economic aspirations of the continent. Ideologically, and in 
their vision, these apostles anticipated the aspirations of 
post-independence Africa. Perhaps the most ardent of these 
apostles was Dr James Africanus Beale Horton who went to 
the extent of conducting some research into the flora of West 
Africa.29 On the basis of his investigation he saw no reason 
why coffee, which was doing very well in Liberia and the 
Gold Coast, should not be massively cultivated in Yoruba- 
land and the Niger valley for export. Tea, which he claimed 
was indigenous to West Africa—and he discovered a species 
called Thea ridlia—could be produced on a scale that would 
throw India and China out of the world market; the black
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94 u- tprland of Sierra Leone and the Gold QOq
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ssJssS»sK - ft: asked for in 1862, should establish Departments of Science 
“eluding that of Mineralogy. But not only did Horton as 
that institutions of applied science and technology be estab, 
lished he also argued the case for a research institution^ 
medical school which would direct its efforts primarily to 
research into tropical medicine and diseases endemic to 
Africa. This institution would also teach ’the preliminaries of 
Medicine viz: Anatomy, Physiology, Chemistry, Botany (of 
Africa), Natural History, Hospital Practice and Pharmacy’?'1 
And such importance did he attach to his proposed medical 
institution that, even in those early days, he was perspicaci­
ous to see what others were to see only very much later— 
that it was Africans who would be primarily interested in 
conducting research into African diseases and that a right 
step in the right direction was a medical school pioneered by 
Africans. As he said, it was his belief that already Africans 
were ’perfectly competent to keep such establishment and to 
bring up young Africans in every branch of the medical pro­
fession’.31

That Africans in the nineteenth century looked forward to 
science and technology to bring about industrialization and 
p ysical transformation of the type in contemporary Europe 
an America is clear from their writings. In the language of 
one of them, the Rev. Spain, in 1887:

meth^T6^ iifL°rdS any indication of the future, it appears to 
This is Sf 3 deve'°P 'n the pathway of science and industry-
dence i LUe rOad in se,f'discipline and ultimate indepen-
made England re™ember that science and industry 
over all parts nf *S todaY—'a marvellous empire spr< 
race • • •’ Let our / £ °ke and ruling members of every hurn32 

utUre be directed to science and industry-
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The social and economic revolution which the shrewd 
among the nineteenth century advocates of Western educa­
tion wished for the African continent apart, there was an 
awareness by many of them that an educational system that 
was not functional and related to the aspirations of the 
community in which it was operating would be gravely defec­
tive. Aware that the technological know-how and economic 
aspirations of nineteenth century Africa were elementary, 
the improvement of the skills of artisans and farmers was an 
objective of the designers of technical and vocational train­
ing in pre-colonial Africa. In the words of the policy-makers 
of Lovedale, this institution was expected to ‘train a certain 
number in the various arts of printing, wagon-making, 
agricultural work and a few as telegraph clerks’.33 Or as the 
Rev. T. J. Bowen, a pioneer of Yorubaland, asserted: ‘There 
ought to be farmers and mechanics at every station.... The 
art of reading is not more important than the art of working. 
A little farm at each station in which we should exhibit such 
improvements in tools and especially in the mode of cultiva­
tion as the people can understand and imitate’.34

From these extracts it can be seen that the virtue of the 
dignity of labour was an objective of some of the early apos­
tles of Western education in Africa; they never thought of 
producing the type of elite that later emerged—a band of 
sedentary and arrogant white-collar job-seekers who con­
sidered it infra dig. for a literate person to till the soil or 
perform any kind of labour. It is also clear that these early 
shrewd educationists envisaged a gradual improvement of 
the implements and machinery used in the handicraft indus­
tries and on the farms. The technical aspect of education at 
the lower level did not escape their attention.

It should be stressed that Christian missions went beyond 
merely talking about vocational training and the virtue of the 
dignity of labour. On the Gold Coast the Basel Mission gave 
industrial education, as technical education was usually 
described in the nineteenth century, every encouragement. 
In 1857 two master carpenters, one specializing in house­
building and one specializing in furniture-making, were sent 
put from Europe and workshops sprang up at Christianborg; 
in 1859 a master chariot-maker followed; in 1860 a master
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right to Old Cal b Quarshe wh0 smuggled cocoa Se "? 
such f 'cold Coast in 1879 from Fernando Po and theref 
11,10 *Hed the foundation stone of the cocoa industry 
Pl°V!, Chana has depended for decades. Tete Quarshe had

to Fernando Po as a shoemaker and goldsmith. Wha, 
£ Basel Zhn on the Gold Coast meant to the We ' 
Coast of Africa, Lovedale meant to .ill South Africa as the 
nursery of artisans-tradesmen, farmers, and printers. A 
leeacv of Lovedale is still there today, after more than loo 
years, in the form of the Lovedale Press

Because of the importance of technical and technological 
education for ‘New Africa and the criticisms which it is 
customary to heap upon Western education in Africa, with 
its bias on the literary side, this author would like to illus­
trate the fact that the apostles of the nineteenth century laid 
the foundation of the technical aspects of Western education 
but failed in ways and for reasons that should be pondered 
by present-day zealots of practical education. In this respect. 
I want to tell the story of the Hope Waddell Training Institu­
tion, Old Calabar.

From the early days of the United Presbyterian Mission, 
industrial education had been within the thoughts and vision 
of its missionaries. In fact two people in Jamaica volunteered 
themselves for a sugar industry in 1846, but the plan was 
dropped. For the next four decades all that was done was 
that, in the hope that the Efik people would appreciate the 
value of a diversified economy and plant cash crops, indi­
vidual missionaries introduced from Jamaica, the Kew and 
G asgow Botanical Gardens and Qther parts of the West 
breadfruitth’ 3 W’de ran8c op P';lnts including cocoa, 
fee, two e avooado Pear. Jamaican cocoa, Liberiani 
toniato itiT? °[ arrowroot, pawpaw, ginger, ctnna 
Batangacu”eyythe CUStard aPP^. jack'fruit’ 3

However, only a few - -<-na and
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coffee. But the failure of the Efik to respond to the wishes of 
the missionaries in the matter of planting new crops did not 
deter the mission from holding the idealism of industrial 
education before the Efiks. In the last decade of the 
nineteenth century it was considered that the Efik would be 
ready to appreciate industrial education. By this time there 
had arisen in Old Calabar an educated elite with tastes for 
high-quality furniture, printed materials, and houses. And 
Efik soil was good for brick-making.

But rather than respond merely to the modest needs of the 
Efiks for a limited number of tradesmen, shoemakers, prin­
ters and engineers, the Foreign Mission Board in Scotland 
conceived a large scheme, in the hope that the non-Efik 
peoples of the Cross River basin would take advantage of it. 
Following a comprehensive on-the-spot assessment of the 
needs of the Cross River peoples by the famous Dr Robert 
Laws of Livingstonia and the Rev W. Risk Thomson of 
Jamaica, already in 1893 appointed Missionary Superinten­
dent of the Institution, the Presbyterian Mission started 
work in earnest and with high hopes.

The Hope Waddell Training Institution opened in 1894 
with eighteen apprentices (seven carpenters, five engineers, 
five printers, of whom two were girls, and one cook-in­
training.) The instructors—all Europeans from Scotland— 
were one printer, two engineers, three carpenters, one brick­
layer, and one instructor in manual training. The idea was 
that lads from all over the Cross River basin would be 
attracted to this Institution, obtain training for six years, and 
return to their villages as artisans and evangelists. A chief 
feature of the Institution was its apprenticeship system, 
according to which the trainees received wages from the end 
of the second year, starting with three pence a week and 
increasing at the rate of three pence a quarter. It was hoped 
that in a way the Institution could aim at being self- 
supporting by charging the Mission for the labour of the 
trainees who were to replace the Basel Mission artisans from 
the Gold Coast.

Three departments were established: carpentry, engineer­
ing, and tailoring. For the first five years the maintenance 
cost of the Institution was in the neighbourhood of £2,300. 
AHS- H
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ion By ‘g24.2s.6d,jnost b IV government orders alone 
sow for was this doing ld be remarked that within 
rnent- So°t be satisfied- A"aa a third of the financial outlay on 
these early ' t'Jhad been rea11^ busiasm of the Mission had 

e Wie^tss bV '90,1 the ?X of the promising nature 
hleverth nl on the matter. In sptte^

began brick-making enter.government. ln spite of the fact 
oflhe brL Lchinery to the g° |(.,lljonai agency the Institu-

We should exp ninmentum- AS t the Mission. It

~jES'it 
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would have caught the fancy of the Cross River peoples. As 
was the experience of the Basel Mission on the Gold Coast 
and of the Presbyterian directors of Lovedale, society was 
not yet ready for the technological improvement being 
sought, or for the diversification of the economy. For the 
unlettered majority the traditional agrarian economy and 
handicraft industry were all right, tied as these were with the 
cosmology and the moral and social aspirations of the com­
munity. Ask the man in pre-colonial African society to plant 
cocoa in place of maize, or develop tastes for imported glit­
tering and sophisticated goods, or substitute a table for a mat 
and you upset the social order. A man could not acquire such 
tastes without being in contact with the white man’s world, a 
world that was not only in contrast with, but decidedly inimi­
cal to, the political, social, and economic aspirations of the 
community. And it should be added that, outside the rela­
tively small areas in which apostles of Western education 
were allowed to introduce their new system, the white man 
or his African ward was not welcome.

It is clear, then, that the number of Africans who desired 
superior articles that could be produced by industrial schools 
was very small indeed. It was only they—the educated elite, 
as they are commonly referred to—who wanted to have 
wealth in monetary terms in order that they might be able to 
acquire superior articles and thereby widen the gap between 
themselves, ‘the haves’, and the vast majority around them, 
‘the have-nots’. And it may be stressed that such a 
phenomenon was strange to the traditional milieu where the 
educational system did not undermine the communalist pat­
tern of society. Viewed against the very small number of 
would-be customers of the industrial institutions there is no 
doubt that industrial education could not be an economic 
proposition.

But apart from the odds with which industrial education 
had to contend, there was the fact that technical education 
had very little chance of success in the colonial situation. As 
the colonial administration expanded and the white man 
expanded his economic opportunities, the demand for clerks 
was terrific. Clerkship became financially more rewarding 
than manual labour. In the colonial setting the clerk mono-
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polizedpres^^/^f batter his body and whlre^^ 
the elements co minimal The clerk was much 
exertion 7no«e than the technical man. This strange s„ 
the seat ofpo«r’s day puts the engineer or agricn^’ 
taele, which t status ]acjder the more he sits h i?re 
graduate lug er days of co|onia| ru|e e ,nd
,hOne o’ther factor that militated against industrial educa. 
,. frnm the earliest days was the fact that imported articlt 
we eSeaper than those which the artisan could produce. „ 
Lagos in the first decade of this century for instance, skilie 
carpenters could hardly make more than £60 per annum, h 
was cheaper to import timber and boards from Europe and 
America than to make local purchases; it was cheaper to 
import frames, doors, windows, and other items of furniture 
than to make these things locally, even when the latter were 
of inferior quality.39 It is a trend that has not disappeared 

•and might take quite a long time to disappear.
There are other aspects of Western education which the 

nineteenth century apostles advocated and pioneered but for 
which we have no space here. Among these are the follow­
ing: their awareness of the importance of the vernacular as 
the medium of teaching in the early years in the school; their 
awareness of the fact that the curriculum in various disci­
plines should be designed to emphasize the African envi­
ronment; their awareness that teaching should be profes­
sionalized, rather than remain the means to a career in the 
Church; their advocacy that teaching should be recognized 
y society and governments as a noble profession deserving 

or adequate remuneration.
f Ut w'e cannot omit a few remarks about the results which 
ciin v C±g°fWestern education to Africa. Practi- 
tions °^uman endeavour, thought, and aspira-
sowed the achieved a lot in two generations. It
Africanism nd °f the ideol<W of nationality, Pan­
education eneend"10?6™'5111' PerhaPs above all Western 
that they are abund AfriCans th" hoPe and conV1C“ "" 
contribute to the y endowed with resourcefulness 
in science, and teeh1^0^ °^durnan knowledge in the ar ’ 

technology, that with this qua non of
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human progress they can look forward to the future in hope 
to catch up with the rest of mankind and thereby put to 
shame racist denigrators and disparagers of the Negro race.

Quite a formidable list of the products of Western educa­
tion who became pioneers in the articulation of African 
nationalism, or in the patronage of a modern-type economy, 
or in the field of writing, or in the defence of the Negro race 
against the vilification campaign of racist white writers, or in 
the education of the wider world outside Africa about the 
virtues of Africa’s cultural heritage and its peoples, or in the 
vindication of the capacity of Africans in medicine, engineer­
ing, and political philosophy, can be easily produced. But we 
have to limit ourselves to a few, leaving out West Africa, 
about which ample hints have been given in respect of the 
legion produced by Western education. Taking Southern 
Africa, the much less known, and the contribution of West­
ern education to journalism for example,40 as early as 1837 
the Wesleyan missionaries had published a paper called 
Umshumaveli Indaba. Twenty-five years later, the Lovedale 
Mission Press began to publish Indaba, a monthly, two- 
thirds of which was in Xhosa. Little wonder that by 1870 
African wards of missionaries began to be involved in jour­
nalism. Right from the first appearance of Isigidimi Sam- 
Xhosa, 1870, it was edited by the Reverend Elijah 
Makiwane, and in the eighties by John Tengo Jabavu, who 
has been mentioned in connection with the founding of Fort 
Hare University. J. T. Jabavu (1859-1921) founded his own 
journal, Imvo Zabantsundadu, through which he expressed 
Bantu nationalism. Or take the case of Solomon Thekiso 
Plaaje (1878-1932), a great pioneer of Bantu literature and 
Secretary-General of the African National Congress which 
was inaugurated in 1912. He established and edited Koranta 
ee Kechuana.

In order to reveal the variety of the men of quality pro­
duced by Western education three characters—arbitrarily 
chosen—are suggested to readers. These are Henry Carr of 
West Africa, Sir Apolo Kagwa of Uganda, and Professor 
Zachariah K. Matthews of Botswana.

Henry Rawlinson Carr was perhaps the most relentless 
advocate of Western education as the instrument which
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should raise African5 to Africa
educationist « ho tQ the hlgh t poslt n he
First World War, i of the prejudices with which Afr? 
the civil service, i the early deCades of the twentW 
cans had to cont £esident of the Lagos Colony from 191 
century, becom 1 g hilosophy of education is worth pOn 
to 1924. Hen y Africans who have been mourninfi 
dering over, not j s of Western education upon African 
the dislocating lization that accompanied Western

and ethlcally-8U1“^ science, anti-clericalism, and secular- 

properly conceived, this brand of education could, and 
should, be the purveyor of virtue and the breeder of a vice­
free African society. An intellectual revelling most of his 
time in academic contemplations, he dreamed throughout 
his life of a society that would be founded, governed, and 
eternally inspired by virtue. A philosopher-king ensconced 
on the olympian heights, he lived far from the madding 
crowd and saw himself in a state of spiritual war with the 
Nigerian society in which he found himself, that in which or 
the majority of the people the material (which he desen e 
as ‘worthless pleasures’) was more important than 
spiritual. This man of noble character and a clear head as 
left behind papers, the brilliance and scholarship of w ic 
are prominent in his dignified and unemotional style, 
economy of words, and the candour of his diction.4

About the same time that Henry Carr was born and beg 
to make his mark in the civil service, Sir Apolo Kag^a' 
b°rn in Buganda. He rose to the position of Katikorc> (rr 
mier) in the court of the King in 1889, by which time he 
manwh °f the Pro*stant Action in his country J* 

mission 1927 had learnt his three R’s at one 
an historian reS\aC^U^red a Passi°n for writing, and reS.

with merits which cannot fail to strike Pr
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sional historians of Africa in our generation. His three 
books—Entalo Z’Abuganda (1894), Bassekabaka Bebuga- 
Nda (1901), and Empisa Z’Abanga (1904)—are by far the 
most important sources of the history of Buganda from early 
times to the end of the reign of Mutesa I (1889). The charac­
teristics of his works worthy of note are that at a time when 
imperial history was being fostered and educated Africans 
were being persuaded to disbelieve that Africa had any 
worthy past, this man saw the value of his country’s past; he 
used oral evidence in an impressive manner; he had a deep 
insight into the past of the Buganda as well as the chief 
features of their society. West Africans who know only of 
the works of Samuel Johnson on the Yoruba and of C. C. 
Reindorf on the Asante, might note the fact that Sir Apolo 
Kagwa was a better historian in the way he chronicled the 
history of his people.

The last but not the least of the early products of Western 
education we should note is Professor Zachariah K. Matt­
hews of Botswana who on the international plane has been 
able to have the ability of Africans recognized and 
respected. Born in 1901 he was educated at Lovedale. He 
was the first graduate of Fort Hare University College as 
well as the first African graduate in Law anywhere in South 
Africa. He studied under Malinowski, the famous anth­
ropologist, in the University of London. In 1935 he was 
appointed a lecturer at Fort Hare, having obtained the MA 
degree of Yale University. So highly regarded was this Afri­
can that in 1936 he became a member of the Imperial Com­
mission which W. Ormsby-Gore set up to investigate 
Makerere College which had been founded in 1921 as a 
Technical College and which did not produce its first School 
Certificate students till 1935. Professor Matthews was 
associated with the recommendation to upgrade Makerere 
to a post-secondary institution. In 1945, still at a time when 
apartheid had not been applied in South Africa, the South 
African Government recommended that Zachariah Matt­
hews be promoted to the status of Professor. He headed the 
Department of African Studies from which he had to resign 
in 1960 when apartheid was fully applied in South Africa. 
Recognizing his talent the World Council of Churches em-
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in4 c Secretaries. Lastly, he has repre
ed aS °ne B0?«ana. as ambassador to the Unity 

*n‘ed "and’un^ Sh«n said it is beyond doubt that the 
Na»n5 ah that has been (q Africa not an ordi 

*°®f Western educat d£cry in thls system of ^y 
coming ,hat the detects ab|e to, nor intended by 
< dl are not necessa dy jn the nineteenth 
tion mes Africa’5 debl. the leaders ot agitatio’
its ap ’ It is for this f and appreciated the indebted. is ^independence recof" Christian missions whose contribu- 
for 1 df modern Africa t0 Cvth of Western education in van- 
neSS°f the spread and gro crucial throughout the
d0" n ts of^Africa continued W b vj tribute a 
“tn al period- In >hls .^J'^di Azikiwe, at the heightof 
product of.nri55^^ in the thirties, is worthy of 
his philips aSain
note: rnaress we may have made today in

We submit that whatever progre o[ mjssi(,naries. Forget then 
Africa is due directly to the e Discard lhe crimes com-
shortcomings. Overlook the could not overshadow the
mitted by some of them. > mentally and P^1*
great emancipation of Anc R is too evident that
through the efforts of m,ssionan ' luxury in the growth of 
missionaries are a necess‘tya" more complex civilization. African society from a simple to a me
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A Visionary of the African Church: 

Mojola Agbebi (1860-1917)

As a churchman whose mind has since 1960 been engaged 
with such subjects as the planting, the spread, and the for­
tunes of Christianity in Africa, it seems to me that today four 
basic problems constitute a formidable, though not an insup- . 
erable, challenge to the Church on the continent. Perhaps 
the most important of these problems, to which the attention 
of those genuinely concerned about the Church in Africa has 
been drawn increasingly in our generation, is how the trans­
planted churches from Europe and the New World are to be 
transformed into the Church of God in which African cul­
ture can integrate, in which the African can worship uninhi­
bited emotionally or psychologically ‘in spirit and in truth’. 
Second, there is the problem of how institutionalized Christ­
ianity in Africa is to acquire an identity and self-dignity of its 
own as a unit within the organic whole of the Church Univ­
ersal, in the manner of the virile ‘historic’ churches in 
Europe and the New World of which the churches in Africa 
are the offspring. Third, the Church in Africa has got to 
contend with the demon of nationalism per se, a veritable 
obstacle capable of preventing the African Church from 
acquiring a global outlook through co-operation with other 
races in the spirit of comradeship and oneness in Christ. 
Last, but by no means least, the Church in Africa has got to 
inhale the air of ecumenism, deal the mortal blow to sec­
tarianism, and weld together Christian communities in the 
direction of unity at regional and continental levels.

Although the imperativeness for the Church in Africa to 
107
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than ever b nineteenth century a few uniql?8
the secon lw dedjcated Christian African leaders had re Y 
cla,rV°dyathe challenge of these problems and had made some effort to tackle it. Itls in the hope that the thoughts, obse^ 
tion idealism, and sense of total commitment to Christian. 
tv of some of these leaders may inspire us to a higher |eve| 
„f perception of our responsibilities with respect to the 
evolution of the ideal Church for Africa that I wish to discuss 
the life, career, hopes and vision of David Brown Vincent, 
popularly known as Mojola Agbebi, the African name which 
he assumed on 24 August 1894.

Mojola Agbebi was born on 10 April 1860 at Ilesha, the 
principal settlement of the Ijesha branch of the Yoruba 
inhabitants of south-western Nigeria. His parents belonged 
to different ethnic groups—his father, George Vincent, was 
an Ekiti Yoruba from Oye; his mother, Peggy Yoko, was 
born in Sierra Leone Colony, but had Igbo blood in her 
veins. It was in Sierra Leone Colony that George Vincent, a 
victim of the Yoruba civil war of the nineteenth century 
liberated by the British Navy and resettled, in the Colony, 
married Peggy Yoko. A beneficiary of the Church Mission­
ary Society’s philanthropy, George Vincent became a 
catechist in the village of Hastings, whence he was transfer­
red to Ilesha in 1859, where he laboured continuously as a 
minister until his death in 1914.

The multi-ethnic origins of Mojola, the third of nine chil­
dren, is significant in one way: it may explain, in part, his 
cosmopolitan outlook and rejection of ethnocentrism as a 
eterminant of his attitude to, and relations with, people, 
owever, the bedrock of the catholicity of his attitude 

owar s ail men was Christianity in which he was brought up 
Chrisfia1 dho.od- His understanding of the verities of the 
of love h ? ’tS humanistic principles, and of the virtues 
was aidedT htTh?Od’ and eAuality of all men that it fosters 
fourteen vear^t education he acquired formally for 
attended the CM^ k-86?’ he WaS Sent t0 Ibadan where f a 
Puritanical relath Ud^d School under the tutorship 0

relahve, Daddy Levi Green Agbelehusi, a
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member of the Southern American Baptist Mission Church. 
In 1875 he was admitted to the CMS Training Institution for 
post-primary education, an institution meant for young men 
who intended to make their career in the Church, graduating 
from a school teacher to a catechist and finally to a fully- 
ordained minister. In 1878, he completed his training and 
was appointed a teacher at Faji School, Lagos, until 1880, 
when his connection with the Church Missionary Society 
came to an end because of the premarital sexual experience 
he had with Miss Adeotan Sikuade whom he married in the 
same year.

From 1882, when he began to appear in public life, till his 
death in 1917, Mpjola applied the Christian concepts of uni­
versal brotherhood of mankind in his human relations. He 
eschewed bigoted provincialism and tribal jingoism at a time 
when these fissiparous factors were dismantling West Afri­
can nations and encouraging inter-tribal wars. Agbebi saw 
himself at home whether in Buguma among the Kalahari of 
the Niger Delta, or in Monrovia among the Kru, or in the 
polyglot society of Sierra Leone, or among the Negroes, 
‘Africans in exile’, of the New World.

Nor was he a racist. He dealt with individuals on their 
merits rather than on the accident of their colour or their 
ethnic label. Hence in 1883 he mourned the loss of the 
Reverend James A. Lamb, a CMS missionary in Yoruba- 
land, with a dirge ‘Voice of Sorrow’. Four years later, when 
it was an eminent Nigerian in Lagos, Henry Robbin, who 
passed away, he wrote an elegy which was publicly acclaimed 
by Sir Alfred Moloney, Governor of Lagos Colony and Pro­
tectorate. In 1912 it was the turn of the Pan-Negro patriot, 
Edward Wilmot Blyden, whose loss he felt so much that he 
organized a Memorial Fund out of which in 1914 came the 
portrait of this prince of African literati in the Glover 
Memorial Hall, unveiled by Sir Frederick Lugard, 
Governor-General of Nigeria. Among his closest associates, 
helpers, and mentors were men of all races. In the consolida­
tion of Baptist work among the Kalahari of the Niger Delta, 
Agbebi worked in harmony with the chiefs and Church 
leaders—the Amakris and Batubos—in a manner still 
cherished by Baptist adherents in the Niger Delta.1 His con-
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tact with the ^’^e^ons” resulted in the

^ScX^h^hir^^$ 
^x:=ey tn aid of his evangel^™ 

“sTndeMhough the opportunity was that he had fOr 
learning—he was less privileged than such contemporaries* 
Henry Carr and Isaac Oluwole, both of whom enjoyed uni- 
versity studentship at Fourah Bay—adventurous and studi­
ous Agbebi developed a voracious appetite for learning, and 
indeed by 1882, he had begun to reveal himself as an erudite 
man with a literary skill and oratorical power that had begun 
to gain for him a respectable audience in English-speaking 
West Africa. Throughout his life he never ceased to improve 
himself, ultimately winning the titles of MA and DD which 
were conferred on him in absentia by colleges in Liberia and 
the United States honoris causa. His resourcefulness and 
versatility were clearly revealed in his contributions as a 
debater, journalist, author, educationalist, and preacher of 
the Gospel. Noone who has perused his fifteen-odd publica­
tions can doubt the excellence of his mind and the breadth 
and depth of his knowledge. Particularly worthy of stress is 
the fact that, unlike the majority of his contemporaries 
whose knowledge was oriented towards Europe, he applied 
his mind to an understanding of the local environment of

est Africa in general and of Yorubaland in particular. And 
witi t e conviction that accompanied his knowledge of the 
leX T’ ‘he functi°ns. the vitality, the qualities, and 
do Tr?, ° Vnry ma"y of the African customs and >ns»t“- 
by mission"13 ' and unjus,’fiably denounced as unchris i 
AgbebA ° ■neS and Europeanized Africans, 
style, were essenf 'n'l\t^'r Pu8nacious diction and P1£Ia 
and in perspective"/ 5fr'can in content, in feeling. *n j 
appreciate African " Way’ he was able t0 rec0®nlLs to 

*r,Can cu>ture and values in which he was
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insist throughout his life the Christianity of the Bible should 
be incarnate.

The first major point to note about Mojola Agbebi is his 
eternal gratitude to the missionaries who introduced Christ­
ianity to the continent and kept the torch of the faith burn­
ing. For him, as well as for the martyrs of the Christian 
religion in several parts of Africa, in the nineteenth century 
Christianity was the best gift and the highest revelation to 
mankind; it was the elixir of life, the Open Sesame to all 
human happiness here on earth and in the world to come. 
Surely those who brought this divine gift to Africans, he said, 
deserved the highest praise and the deepest gratitude, not­
withstanding the shortcomings of individual missionaries and 
the errors of their evangelization methods. For Agbebi, 
Christianity was so priceless a gift of gifts that Africans must 
be ready to die for it if need be. In his day, particularly in the 
pre-colonial era when the missionary alone was the detector, 
revealer, and spokesman for the interests of Africans, the 
practical achievements of Christianity, through the agency of 
missionaries, were patent for all to see. Through the exer­
tions of his brethren in Europe, it was the missionary who 
freed the African from the physical bondage of the trans- 
Atlantic slave trade, and appealed to his home country from 
Africa for the suppression of slave-catching, slave-selling, 
and slave-holding; it was the missionary who, through his 
school, rescued the mind of the African from the trammels 
and shackles of superstition and ignorance, and made the 
African literate, and consequently a beneficiary of knowl­
edge of human achievements in other parts of the world; the 
missionary, again through the school, made it possible for 
the gifted African to develop his talents and thereby reveal 
to the wider and sceptically-disposed world that he was 
biologically the equal of the white man; and it was the 
missionary who sought to improve the material well-being of 
the African and quite often identified and defended the 
interests of the African against the oppressive measures of 
the colonial ruler and the greediness and exploitation of the 
white trader. In a debate in Lagos on 16 February 1885, 
Agbebi summed up his views on the tribute that Africa owes 
to missionaries in a manner worth quoting in full:
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“bo"' ^ discovered the victims of slavery!, 
evangelical Europe that promulgated the edict of uni *»> 

g Motion It was adventurous Europe, under the tai 1 
•'Anthropological Society, that placed us, the inhabitants 0'5 
Idland, m the category of the brute creation; but 
Missionary Europe that proved us men. It is not and has never 
been the pleasure of commercial Europe to impart education in 
whatever scale to. the natives of the soil, as this would lessen 
their hold over them and give them less scope to cheat, and 
enrich themselves from the products of the country ’ gut 
Missionary Europe holds education as one of the important 
levers towards the amelioration of the people, and considers 
that without it their work is in vain. Whatever these pioneers of 
civilization are, whether they are Belgians, Frenchmen, Ger­
mans, Portuguese, English or American, tell them we shall ever 
hail them with delight, and God shall bless them.’

The clear understanding of Christianity per se by Mojola 
Agbebi and the due recognition of the apostolic dedication 
and exertions of the genuine planters of the gospel seed in 
Africa should be food for thought for the present generation 
of Christians in Africa. For quite often we fail to see the 
distinction between Christianity per se and its human 
purveyors—European and African—whose foibles and frail­
ties we are appalled to observe are incompatible with the 
sublime tenets of the Christian religion. Therefore we con­
clude, quite wrongly, that Christianity is discreditable and 
inherently inimical to the true interests of Africans; that it is 
the religion of the white man who had employed it, some­
times through the missionary, to herald colonial rule and 
economic exploitation of Africans. This kind of thinking, 
which was widespread among African rulers in the pre" 
colonial days, who saw the missionary associating with white 
ra er and secular agent, infected several leaders of Africa11 

nationalist movements and one needs only to read the writ 
ngs and pronouncements of such people as Jomo Kenyatta 

Niperia^’ Nkrumah of Ghana, Nnamdi Azikiwe o 
the nervaT ^ast^n§s Banda of Malawi to be convince o 
ity is dismi«e jeSS thinking in which Christy

y d,SmiSsed as enemy of Africa btcause of the actions
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or inactions, statements or speechlessness of the Church 
•leaders on specific issues in colonial Africa.4

Mojola Agbebi never became sceptical about the Christ­
ian religion and its role in Africa. Indeed he comprehended 
its eternal tenets and their potentialities for the creation of 
the ideal society, the ideal people, and the ideal policy in 
Africa. Therefore he separated the human element in 
institutionalized Christianity from the Faith itself, blaming 
the human agency, and absolving the Christian religion per 
se from all blame. Aware of the enormities being committed 
in Africa by white missionaries, merchants, and secular 
agents, all of whom described themselves as Christians, 
Mojola Agbebi lectured audiences time and again that it was 
European Christianity, not the Christianity of the Bible, that 
should be blamed for the material and political interests of 
Europe that were being gratified in Africa with the blessings, 
if not the collaboration, of missionaries and the Church. 
Consequently, he denounced the ‘Scramble’ for, and the 
establishment of colonial rule in, Africa.5 His denunciation 
of these events arose out of his conviction that these events 
had no valid basis in Christianity, as well as from his passion 
for justice and humanity. No one people, he said, could 
claim in the name of Christianity to destroy the sovereignty 
of another, grab their land, exploit their resources and, 
through the kind of discreditable lives of some European 
rulers, pollute African morals. As he declared in his great 
and widely publicized sermon of 2 December 1902, on the 
occasion of the first anniversary of the African Bethel 
Church, Lagos:

European Christianity is a dangerous thing. What do you think 
of a religion which holds a bottle of gin in one hand and a 
Common Prayerbook in the other? ... A religion which points 
with one hand to the skies, bidding you ‘lay up for yourselves 
treasures in heaven’, and while you are looking up, grasps all 
your worldly goods with the other hand, seizes your ancestral 
lands, labels your forests, and places your patrimony under 
inexplicable legislation? ... a religion which arrogates to itself 
censorial functions on sexual morality and yet promotes a 
dance, in which one man’s wife dances in close contact, ques­
tionable proximity and improper attitude with another woman’s 

AHS |



w

T-

I

B '

AFRICAN HISTORICAL

O! Christianity, what enormities are
114 

husband, 
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Emitted in thy

Rather than disown Christianity and notwithstanding thf, 

religion. He was first and foremost an evangelist. For him the 
Church was the noblest institution in which Africans should 
invest their talents; it was in the Church that the social and 
political aspirations of Africans could best be fulfilled. Pr0D. 
erly conceived, he said, the Church should be the primum 
mobile of the existence and development of Africans. In his 
view nothing was worthwhile unless it was the creation or 
outgrowth of Christianity in the affairs of men. Christianity 
was the Cause, all other things the effect. ‘The termination 
of colonial rule and the economic development of the conti­
nent,’ he said, ‘could be achieved by acceptance and appli­
cation of Christianity by Africans.’A

With this conception of Christianity, Mojola Agbebi 
remained in the service of the Church all his life, in spite of 
the patent attractions of the civil service, journalism, and 
commercial firms. His connection with the foreign- 
established churches was brief—with the Church Missionary 
Society from 1878 to 1880, with the Roman Catholic 
Church for a much shorter time, and with the Southern 
American Baptist Mission from 1886 to April 1888, when 
he joined with others in the formation of the Native Baptist 
Church, the first breakaway independent African Church in 
Nigeria. From that year until his death. Mojola Agbebi was 
an evangelist for, and in, African Churches, particularly the 
Native Baptist Church. For although he moved freely with 
ot er African Churches in Nigeria, notably the United 
RthV|ri,frican Church (founded in 1891) and the African 
Hetnel Church (founded in 1901), Mojola Agbebi assumed 
th? e a Baptist, becoming President of
foundedT 1 AAPtist. Union of West Africa, which he 
cost from organization which spread along the
diverse ethn^^ ^eone to fhe Congo and which embrace 
the Ijaw a"dC K°uPsusueh as the Kru, the Fanti, the Yoruba 

e gbo, could boast of twenty churches an
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schools, seventeen ordained and unordained preachers, 
twenty-five church officers, five hundred Sunday school 
scholars, seven hundred weekday schools, and nearly three 
thousand worshippers.8

Since it was the Baptist mode of worship and organization 
that he admired best and fostered in the churches he 
founded and controlled, his warm ecumenical spirit notwith­
standing, it is essential to explain his preference for the Bap­
tists. The forms and formularies imported into Africa by the 
alien missions, he argued, were by and large man-made; they 
constituted what he described as ‘the non-essentials’ of the 
Christian religion. ‘According to the Apostle’s estimate,’ he 
declared, ‘the preaching of Christ, the triumph of the Gos­
pel, the success of practical righteousness is the essential 
thing, all others are non-essentials.’9 And it grieved him as 
he observed the emphasis which different denominations, 
particularly the Anglicans and Roman Catholics, were put­
ting on ‘rituals’ and the ‘non-essentials’ of religion. In his 
belief, the Baptists were the least ritually-minded and he was 
fascinated by the simplicity of their worship which, they 
claimed, was based entirely on the New Testament teach­
ings. He also loathed the hierarchical and elaborate organ­
izational structure of the Anglican Church and the latter’s 
doctrine of the ‘historic espiscopate’. In contrast to all this 
was the congregational organization of the Baptist commun­
ity, the spirit of independence fostered by each church 
administering its own affairs, and the concepts of individual 
responsibility, freedom of conscience, and personal accoun­
tability which the Baptists tried to encourage.10

From all available evidence, it would seem that Mojpla 
Agbebi was out for a career in the Church. From childhood 
when he dreamed of an angel rescuing him from being club­
bed by the Devil11 to his death when fire mysteriously con­
sumed his personal effects, the spiritual element predomi­
nated in him. It is known that as a small child he won six 
converts for the Church in a way that surprised his Sunday 
School teacher; in the CMS Training Institution he set a 
record in Theology and Sacred History; the esoteric exerted 
considerable influence on him and he was a hypnotist of 
international fame.12

1
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thedf0Slthe°New Testament and the history of modern m ’' 
S‘U Y he clme to the conclusion that the solution to the 
S,OnM rn of African evangelization was the planting and nur 
turingof independent churches. Fee ling that he should bla2e 
the "rail in this direction, he sold all his property with the 
intention of moving into the interior of Yorubaland to 
implement his ideas.'1 However he had to defer his inten. 
tons because of the civil war still raging in the country. In 

the meantime, in 1888, events m the Baptist Church in 
Lagos under the control of an American missionary 
developed into a major crisis in which Mojola Agbebi played 
a prominent part, leading to the formation of the Native 
Baptist Church.14

Hardly had this independent African Church been 
founded than Mojola Agbebi began to formulate his 
philosophy of the ideal African Church he would like to see 
evolve in Africa. The most important strand of this philoso­
phy was that the Church should be a symbol and an expres­
sion of the African personality by acquiring characteristics of 
the African environment without sacrificing the eternal prin­
ciples of the Christian faith. In other words, Mojola Agbebi 
was advocating that Christianity in Africa must be incarnate 
within the African milieu, that the Church was not to be 
absorbed into this milieu. In this respect he stressed and 
preached incessantly that those parts of the African cultural 
heritage that were not incompatible with the essentials of 
Christianity should be preserved and that foreign hymn 
books should be entirely discarded. Among the parts of the 
African heritage that he wished to see preserved were 
names, the vernacular, clothing, and marriage ceremonies 
(but not polygamy). By and large, in his exposition of views 
i e these, Mojola was one of very few among the educated 

rican elite who saw that there was no necessarily logical 
nn?neCtli°L between Christianity and European culture. The 
rrtndTof ,bK lef °f h‘S times’ a belief that sti11 existS in ‘he 
parts of Afousanck’ if not millions, of Christians in various 
throw awlv1? 1 a!^’ Was that to be a Christian one must

y his African name for a European or Hebrew
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,riC boycott African dress in favour of European dress, and 
bandon African methods and style of courtship and mar­

riage for the European (not necessarily Christian) methods 
and style.15

Although Agbebi was not alone in his age in urging that 
the Church should be an expression of African 
personality—Edward Wilmot Blyden of Liberia, ‘Holy’ 
Johnson of Nigeria, and Orishatukeh Faduma of Sierra 
Leone, propounded similar ideas—he alone went a long way 
to translate belief into practice. As mentioned earlier, he 
threw away the ‘denationalized’ alien name of David Brown 
Vincent on 24 August 1894 while he was in Liberia to be 
ordained as a Baptist minister. From 1894 until his death he 
refused to wear European clothes even when he was in Bri­
tain and the United States. At home he was often clad in the 
loose garment consisting of a single piece of native cloth 
wrapped round the body; outside he wore the voluminous 
dress of the Yoruba in all its variety.

In all the churches that he founded, he preached adoption 
of all these customs,16 but there was one that concerned him 
most—hymnology. He made it a policy that the hymns in his 
organization were composed by members of the congrega­
tions, that they were sung to native tunes and in the native 
fashion. In order that Africans might express the warmth of 
their nature and the sense of participation to the fullest at 
services, he stressed that African drums and musical instru­
ments should be used rather than alien musical instruments. 
As he lectured a congregation that had just sung with gusto 
the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’:

The hymns of one nation may not necessarily be those of 
another nation, and they may not be put in a book. The Christ­
ians of England may sing hymns differently from the Christians 
of Armenia, of France, or of Africa. One tribe may sing differ­
ently from another tribe.... Tastes differ. English tunes and 
metres, English songs and hymns, some of them most unsuited 
to African aspiration and intelligence, have proved effective in 
weakening the talent for hymnology among African Christ­
ians. ... No one race or nation can fix the particular kind of 
tunes which will be universally conducive to worship.17
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eEvoXnnSofnda ^Tchurch that would command 

alleeiance and evoke spontaneous response from Africans k 
that the western-founded Churches have remained prefab? 
cated edifices of Europe and the New World in which the 
African cannot fulfil himself spiritually, in which he is by and 
large psychologically, emotionally, and spiritually in a void 
This is the kind of regret found in the writings of such scho 
lars as Professor Bolaji Idowu of Nigeria, Dr V. Mulago of 
Congo-Kinshasa, and Dr John Mbiti of Kenya.18 It is only 
now, with the research-findings of such scholars as Professor 
J. H. Nketia of Ghana about African musicology, that the 
truth and rightness of Agbebi's advocacy of African hym- 
nology are being fully appreciated.10 And, in the light of the 
research that has been done on the independent African 
churches in different parts of the continent, there can be no 
doubt that, to a very great extent, it was the inadequacy, the 
foreignness, and the failure of the Western-established 
Churches to provide a home for the African that inspired the 
existence and proliferation of the much-vilified African 
Church organizations.20 Indeed, up to this day the complex­
ion, the formularies, the liturgies, and the hymn books of our 
churches remain essentially what they were in past genera­
tions. In this sense, the following observation made in 1902 
by Mojola Agbebi is still valid: ‘Prayerbooks and hymn- 
books, harmonium dedications, pew constructions, surpliced 
c orr, the white man’s style, the white man's name, the white 
ma- dresl’ are so many non-essentials, so many props and 
cru c es affecting the religious manhood of the Christian 
African.21
Dhi?osnnhigf°^ia^^ from t^le fifSt maj°r strand of Agbebi s 
the nnint th °F 1C^ea^ Church for Africa just examined, is 
entirely hv 3aI^1S ^urch must be controlled and finance 
sionaries who nCfarir This was because it was the rniS' 
that the industrial °f.the best intentions, in the conviction
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their metropolitan countries was determined by Christianity, 
transported to Africa the patterns, organizations, dogmas, 
and structures of the homeland Churches. It was with sincer­
ity that these missionaries believed that the African milieu 
must be changed first to the European type before the 
genuine Church could be established and made to flourish. 
These missionaries did not perceive as ‘non-essentials’ the 
forms and formularies so labelled by Mojola Agbebi; they 
held firmly to the view that the more Europeanized their 
converts became, that is, the less African they became, the 
more Christian these converts were. It was natural that the 
wards of the missionaries shared the views and prejudices of 
their masters.

Such people—the white missionaries and their African 
auxiliaries—Agbebi said, could not be expected to be build­
ers of the authentic African Church. Indeed, since their 
advent in Africa they had been a veritable hindrance to the 
evolution of such a church by their method of alienating 
African converts from the African milieu. Consequently, the 
churches that dotted the continent were not African edifices; 
in them Africans were never at home and could never derive 
inspiration. In these churches, the Europeanized Christians 
had become aliens: ‘we have become aliens in our Father’s 
house’.22 It was a situation that demanded African person­
nel, upon whom the Christianization of Africa should 
devolve. Once they were able to evolve an appropriate 
attitude towards their cultural heritage in relation to the 
Christianity of the Bible, once they responded fully and 
spiritually to the demands of the Christian Faith, once they 
manifested enthusiasm and zeal for the spread of Christian­
ity and displayed adequate liberality in financial matters on 
behalf of the Church, then there would emerge the ideal 
African Church which he defined in 1892 as ‘a Church gov­
erned by Africans, supported by Africans, minus the tram­
mels, complexion and domination of a foreign and alien 
race’ ,23

Time and again Mojola Agbebi emphasized that in his 
view, the Christianization of Africa and the creation of the 
ideal Church on the continent must be the obligatory duty of 
Africans themselves. Europeans could not achieve these
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Research into African culture and particularly African relig­
ions, Mojola Agbebi said, was a sine qua non for the evolu­
tion of a virile and authentic African Church. His research 
into the religion of the Yoruba revealed to him that there 
were elements in it that should have been made the basis for 
explanations of the tenets of Christianity to the Yoruba with 
abundant dividends for the Church. For he was astonished to 
discover that the Yoruba were sophisticated exponents of 
the concept of the Deity; they were worshipping the one 
Supreme Being, through the agency of myriads of divinities; 
t ey had a conception of the immortality of the soul; physi- 

and death meant for them transmutation of man 
-e corruptible to the incorruptible; the concept of 

-d a part of the Yoruba religious system; and 
apart from the moral values and virtues fos 
oruba religion. A knowledge of such features 

n'?" J ' ' was indispe115'
missionary and the Church, if the former was to

from the <
sacrifice formed 
all these were 
tered by the Y» o  
of African religion, declared Mojola Agbebi, 
able to the ’
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120 matter how well-intentioned; they could
ends, he said. no™ frican milieu and they would never 
not comprehend tne never be dlssuaded
understand Afrcan • rf their countries as the models 
parading the cultur ans had racial characteristics and
for Africans to copy- ed substantially and materially
idiosyncracies whic the New World, and therefore
from those of the g in the United States was nQ 
knowledge ot me & understand Africans and their 
qualification for ^ctured his American friends of the 
SrAssociation. the nucleus of the Nigerian Baptist 
Convention, on 10 March 1915:

We believe however, that there is some difference between the S' in hiso^e^-ong h. own^de and the 

aANeto7ndro and t/ndersund the former, but it may take him 
all his life to understand the latter. Soctal conditions wluch are 
reouanant to American or European taste may be found here 
nd customs and manners which find no acceptance m foretgn 

lands may be met with in this country. We have to reckon wtth 
them.24
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speak in intelligible language to Africans, if the propagators 
of the Christian Faith were to perceive the fact that what the 
religious system of the Africans required was transformation 
rather than destruction, sublimation rather than desecration.

In other words, Mojola Agbebi called for a positive and 
objective investigation of African religion with a view to 
finding out its theology, the known from which potential 
converts could be led to the unknown. He recognized that 
racial idiosyncracies and customs which were devoid of sin 
constituted no barrier to the conversion of, and availability 
of, divine grace to Africans. This kind of positive response to 
African religion was a great contrast to the nihilist attitude 
exhibited by the early missionaries and other African aux­
iliaries. It is only now that Agbebi’s demand for an African 
theology and his declaration concerning the unsuitability of 
imported theologies, forms, and formularies, are being 
endorsed by scholars. Indeed, one wonders whether enough 
effort is being given to carrying out a comprehensive survey 
of the indigenous religions of Africa—which have refused to 
disappear—with the aim of achieving the lofty ideals that 
Agbebi had in mind and which Professor Idowu, formerly of 
the Department of Religious Studies, University of Ibadan, 
has been putting across to Church leaders in our own genera­
tion.25 Today, by and large, the majority of our Church lead­
ers who are still inhibited by the dogmas and prejudices 
against the worthiness of the study of African traditional 
religion, would not understand the importance, relevance 
and urgency of the following appeal made by Mojola Agbebi 
nearly ninety years ago:

Our heathen brethren are entitled to our respect. Ile-Ife, the 
reputed cradle of mankind, would be a fitting subject for dis­
quisition to the religious student, and the mastering and collect­
ing of the unwritten Yoruba classics would not be an unworthy 
task. To be successful, we have to study the names, designs and 
influences of the stone and wooden gods of our fathers; the 
folk-lore of stranger-tribes, and customs unfamiliar.26

Throughout his life, Mojola Agbebi never wavered in his 
conviction that the spread of Christianity and the proper 
growth of the Church along right lines were obligatory on
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onial rule. He very much hoped that the African Church 
would be sovereign before the end of the nineteenth century, 
her sovereignty heralding ‘an end of Privy Councils, Gover­
nors, Colonels, Annexations, Displacements, Partitions, 
Cessions and Coercions’.30 He observed that in several parts 
of Africa, Christian missions had by the era of the ‘Scramble’ 
stayed too long, and that they ought to have decolonized. 
Missionaries ought to have imitated the Apostle Paul, who 
never stayed too long among the converts to ‘sit over their 
councils’. He castigated Christian missions for failing to 
withdraw, in an address to the United Native African 
Church on 20th September 1891:

It does not seem that it is appointed to foreign teachers with 
their countless sects and myriad dogmas to clothe African per­
sonality with the toga of manhood. The Sphinx must solve her 
own riddle. The genius of Africa must unravel its own enigma. 
It is within the inclination of foreign teachers to meddle in some 
shape or form with this Ark of God. They would not be content 
with driving and directing.31

In Agbebi’s view, it was only by being absolutely indepen­
dent that the African Church would be fulfilling fully the 
purpose of God in Africa and for Africans. In order that this 
independence might be real, he advocated that the Church 
should live within the limits of her own financial resources; 
there should be no dependence upon, or reckless seeking 
after, aid from outside the continent. In this respect, he sing­
led out the wages of ministers and the factors that should 
determine their earnings. First, he said, ministers of the 
Gospel must regard their profession primarily as one of ser­
vice, rather than as an avenue for making money. They 
should ‘labour not to be rich. They must not seek for 
money.’ In other words, financial considerations per se must 
not enter into the thoughts of a prospective minister: ‘The 
Ministry is not a commercial speculation.’32

This is not to say that Mojola Agbebi was opposed to large 
earnings by workers of the African Church. In fact, he was in 
favour of fat salaries for them, provided the Church could 
afford large wages. The distinction he was making was that 
prospective clergymen must be spiritually qualified; they

AFRICAN HISTORICAL STUn 
122 . lEs
Africand money foMhe acMevemInt of these

bU,i Tfor‘consecrated Africans, holy men, sons of the
Cad dedared in a language that is worth heeding by churches 
3 Africa today which still look to the whites in Europe and America O evangelize Africa and bear the cost in money ?

'men Addressing the Native Baptist Church on 7 
April, 1889, he declared:

To render Christianity indigenous to Africa, it must be watered 
bv native hands, pruned with the native hatchet, and tended 
with native earth. A grave responsibility rests upon the shoul­
ders of Native Churches in Africa for the propagation of this 
Holy Faith among the untold millions of their brethren. It is a 
curse if we intend for ever to hold at the apron-strings of foreign 
teachers, doing the baby for aye.2

The concept of independence from alien control was inher­
ent in Mojola Agbebi’s exposition of the African Church. As 
mentioned’earlier, he believed that any form of control of 
one people by another could not be supported on Christian 
grounds, and it was in the Church that he believed the eman­
cipation of Africa should begin. Christianity itself, he said, 
set the African free by inculcating in him the concept of 
‘Liberty in Christ Jesus’.28 It was imperative that Africans 
controlled and directed their religious affairs in order that 
the African Church might have a distinct identity, an identity 
that would confer on her self-dignity. Although he did not 
mention a specific date when he expected alien control of the 
Church in Africa to cease, he hinted time and again that it 
must be soon. As early as 1889, he had begun to see the 
beginning of the end of this alien control. As he said: ‘Yet I 
see a glimmer .... So also the time will come when it shall be 
said that the Bishops, Archbishops, Abbots and Cardinals of

America have no jurisdiction in the continent of

TOn'fnf thC !ndePendence of the Church as a sine qua
he dM ,7nd°,n« of the of the partitioners of Africa.

did not expect European imperialism to develop into col-
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Missionaries ought to have imitated the Apostle Paul, who 
never stayed too long among the converts to ‘sit over their 
councils’. He castigated Christian missions for failing to 
withdraw, in an address to the United Native African 
Church on 20th September 1891:

It does not seem that it is appointed to foreign teachers with 
their countless sects and myriad dogmas to clothe African per­
sonality with the toga of manhood. The Sphinx must solve her 
own riddle. The genius of Africa must unravel its own enigma. 
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with driving and directing.31

In Agbebi’s view, it was only by being absolutely indepen­
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money.’ In other words, financial considerations per se must 
not enter into the thoughts of a prospective minister: ‘The 
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mentioned’earlier, he believed that any form of control of 
one people by another could not be supported on Christian 
grounds, and it was in the Church that he believed the eman­
cipation of Africa should begin. Christianity itself, he said, 
set the African free by inculcating in him the concept of 
‘Liberty in Christ Jesus’.28 It was imperative that Africans 
controlled and directed their religious affairs in order that 
the African Church might have a distinct identity, an identity 
that would confer on her self-dignity. Although he did not 
mention a specific date when he expected alien control of the 
Church in Africa to cease, he hinted time and again that it 
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justice is increasing. Already, to the disadvantage of the 
Church, Bishops, Primates, Archdeacons, and other Church 
dignitaries are being grouped with the over-privileged class 
in society.

It should be emphasized that Mojola Agbebi was not just 
an armchair theorist and visionary of the ideal African 
Church. As has been shown, in some ways he applied his 
philosophy in the Native Baptist Church, which became such 
a virile and successful institution that it outriva-lled the 
churches of the Southern American Baptist Mission. The 
virility of the Native Baptist Church was emphasized by the 
fact that in 1914 when the two Baptist bodies began to con­
sider a merger, at the instance of the foreign mission, Mojola 
Agbebi could have been employed at a salary much higher 
than he ever got as evangelist and a pastor within the African 
Church organization. Also with his trenchant pen he could 
have made headway in journalism after the manner of J. B. 
Benjamin, proprietor and editor of the Lagos Observer, and 
G. A. Williams, editor of the Lagos Standard. The spiritual 
in Agbebi may be judged from the ascetic life which he led to 
a point where he ate sparingly—usually a handful of parched 
corn or beans. He believed in occasional fasting as an aid to 
the speedy answer of prayer. He was a vegetarian in the 
Gandhian style, a total abstainer, a non-smoker, and a 
believer in the Judaic doctrine on pork. He sought to impose 
some of these severe regulations on his followers, demand­
ing from candidates for baptism a solemn pledge that they 
would neither drink, nor smoke, nor eat pork.34 Indeed, the 
Native Baptist Church acquired the reputation of being the 
only one in West Africa which on account of the evils of the 
liquor traffic, excluded liquor from the Communion table. 
There was a streak of puritanism in Mojola Agbebi, hence 
his deep-seated hatred for the European form of dancing 
which he described as sexually tempting and therefore mor­
ally debasing.

As a pastor, Mojola Agbebi was extremely sympathetic 
and accessible to the poor. He was hospitable, sharing the 
little he had with those less privileged, a virtue he had shown 
from boyhood when he insisted on sharing his meals with the 
amily dog. Spiritually rich and materially poor, he dedicated
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.. Iife t0 the ‘Struggle for a rising Africa by inspiring ■ 
r rmSion of ‘a Church governed by Africans, worked 
Africans, supported by Africans, minus the trammels, 4; 
Sexton and dominations of a foreign and alien race’.
P Not only did Agbebi rule out the mercenary motive from 
his services for the Christian cause but intellectually h* 
made the pulpit higher than the pew. With his superior intel, 
lect he was able to deliver sermons, the publication of which 
was eagerly sought throughout English-speaking West 
Africa and among the Negroes m the New World. His ser- 
mons showed a great deal of erudition, historical allusions 
being drawn from ancient Greece and Rome, Europe and 
America, as well as from the African continent. Never did he 
confine his sermons to exegesis on the Scriptures only. 
Rather it was his habit to make reference to Protestants and 
Catholics and draw examples from the experiences of secular 
society. In an age when his audiences were far less literate, 
far less well read, and far less in a position to enjoy the 
consolations of history, he made history his handmaid to 
illustrate spiritual truths. His examples were drawn from the 
spectrum of human history—Mohammed the Prophet, 
Buddha, Confucius, Francis Xavier (all eminent in the his­
tory of religion); Alexander the Great, Oliver Cromwell, 
George Washington, and Napoleon I (eminent statesmen 
and brilliant soldiers); Columbus, the famous explorer and 
Wedgwood, the inventor.

His philosophy of the African Church apart, Mojola 
Agbebi was an early apostle of ecumenism. Nothing 
annoyed him more than the divisions brought into the 
Church by the ‘non-essentials’ of Christianity to which vari­
ous denominations and sects attached so much importance. 
Sectarianism, he believed, was the handiwork of the Devil 
which only the independent African Church should, an 
could, wipe out. In Agbebi’s view, sectarianism could not 
claim divine approval and was a disastrous source of wea 
ness for the Church in Africa. Unity of action and co­
operation by the Churches would be only a second best; the 
ideal was a union, for ‘the Spirit of Union is the Spirit o 
sivpn ,ectar’an bigotry, denominational pride and e*c 
S1Veness’ he declared, ‘are enemies to the Cause of God.
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Therefore, it behoved the African Church which he envis­
aged, to raise a ‘standard against the strife and divisions 
which have been introduced among us by foreign teachers 
and which have long remained as bugbears on the gospel 
plain’.35

Much as he believed that in some respects the doctrines of 
one Church were more basically Scriptural than those of 
another, he was no dogmatist. In respect of the best form of 
marriage, for instance, he was convinced that monogamy 
was the best form: ‘Personally, I can conceive of no other 
union between man and woman so happy, so salutary, so 
blest, as that between one man and one woman.’36 However, 
this view did not prevent him from becoming a minister of 
the United Native African Church, an organization which 
accepted polygamists into its membership and ministry. 
Also, while he believed that the right baptism was that of 
adults by immersion, he was prepared to countenance the 
sprinkling of water on infants by the UNA, a practice inher­
ited from the Church Missionary Society. Much as he 
doubted the spiritual relevance of the ritual and historicity of 
the ‘historic episcopate’ doctrine of the Anglicans, he did not 
allow these ‘non-essentials’ to interfere with his harmonious 
relations with Bishop Herbert Tugwell, Bishop of Western 
Equatorial Africa from 1894 to 1920. Guided by the convic­
tion that the Christian community was one, the difference in 
the ‘non-essentials’ of religion notwithstanding, he changed 
from one denomination to another in his dedication to 
evangelization with an ease and a confidence quite uncom­
mon in his age. Thus between 1878 and 1880, as we have 
noticed, he was a CMS worker; between 1882 and 1885, he 
was a pastor among the Methodists in Dahomey; from 1886 
to 1888 he was a worker for the Southern American Baptist 
Mission; from 1892 to 1894 he was pastor of the United 
Native African Church, and from 1894 till his death, he was 
a Baptist evangelist and pastor. In 1891 he was very active in 
connection with the attempt being made in Lagos in that 
year to establish a non-sectarian African Church, going so 
far as designing and publishing a sheet almanac in its inter­
est.37

The spirit of union
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the amalgamation of Churches in Nie • TUdIe$ 
Africa. The amalgamation of the Baptist el? and in u, 
levels—one as the Yoruba Association t?rches*asat?s 1 
Nigerian Baptist Convention, and the oth/ nucleus Of 
Baptist Union of West Africa. Concerning tV?1* 
which some remarks have been made it suffic atter’ abom 
was a unique organization in its inter-territ^ •°1Say that it 
and in the success it achieved in co-operation s?ructure
tional level. Whilst he, a Nigerian, was Presid interna'
Vice-Presidents were Joshua Nibundu of the6?’ the tw° 
and M. T. G. Lawson of Sierra Leone. The SecrPtLamer°°ns 
Rev Marke C. Hayford of the Gold Coast, who w? ^as the 
in 1898 by Mojola Agbebi.38 Ordained

The Yoruba Association, in which the Baptist adk 
of the Native Baptist Church and of the Southern Arnef™8 
Baptist Mission united in 1914. requires some comments? 
1888 the schism that occurred in the Baptist Church in 
Lagos and which gave birth to the Native Baptist Church had 
engendered a great deal of bitterness between African lead­
ers and American missionaries. By 1901 wiser counsels 
began to prevail, the leaders of both communities stretching 
out the hand of fellowship to one another. The result was the 
Yoruba Association which healed the wounds of the past, 
and of which Mojola Agbebi w as President until his death in 
1917.

Mojola Agbebi also encouraged co-operation and unity of 
effort and purpose among the African churches in Nigeria 
which numbered more than a dozen by 1910 and had been 
operating independently of one another. In 1913, again 
under his presidency, the African Communion brought me 
churches together. The Communion settled dispu1 
tween members, joined hands in organizing wee s0 Qf 
and encouraged the exchange of pulpits by minis ^OIT1. 
great interest also is the fact that the members 0 tfjne> it 
munion made an attempt to work out a .1C recunien- 
should be remarked that Agbebi carried his sp1^1 which he 
ism to the theological institution, Hope Institu ! undenorn^ 
founded in 1888 and which he made comp e e y sOme 
national. And yet in another sense, Mojola Ag ■ allowed <he 
message for the Church in Africa: he n
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desire for independence to develop into antipathy for the 
whites. Indeed he was only too willing to co-operate with 
individuals and bodies outside Africa who were genuinely 
interested in the spread and growth of Christianity in Africa. 
Hence, he did not reject outside help in principle, and all 
that he insisted on was that such help should only be 
accepted so long as it would not do any injury to the evolu­
tion and virility of the African Church. Such aid came to him 
from two quarters, to the decided advantage of the Native 
Baptist Church. One was the African Training Institute, 
Colwyn Bay, Wales, an institution founded by a group of 
disinterested philanthropists and lovers of the Church in 
Africa. The aim of the Institute was to train, free of charge, 
promising and talented African youths, in medicine, the 
ministry, agriculture, civil engineering, and similar profes­
sions, in the hope that the beneficiaries of such training 
would use their skill for the furtherance of evangelization. 
Through his meeting with the Rev W. Hughes, Agbebi him­
self was a beneficiary, receiving training in the Ministry. By 
1898, when he returned to West Africa, he had become the 
local secretary for the Institute. Through his recommenda­
tions a number of Africans—Yoruba and Ijebu in 
particular—were able to receive training in medicine. It was 
also through this Institute that Agbebi brought to Yoruba- 
land in 1898 the Rev J. E. Ricketts, a West Indian. An 
evangelist through Industrial Mission, Ricketts established 
his mission at Agbowa among the Ijebu, teaching the people 
how to cultivate cotton, rubber, kolanut, oranges, and pears. 
Ricketts set up a sugar factory as well as ‘a well-equipped 
coffee plantation’.39

The second source of aid for Agbebi’s work was in the 
New World, among the Negroes in Yonkers, New York, who 
were highly impressed with his evangelistic achievements in 
West Africa. The total worth of the financial aid given to him 
is not known, but it must have been substantial, judging from 
the gratitude expressed to the Negro supporters by the 
prominent members of the educated elite in Lagos and ’a 
West African National Confederation of 16 Native States’.40 
From 1903 to 1904 Agbebi was in the United States where 
he reinforced the confidence of his supporters in his work. 
AHS—k
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Nether his British supporters in Colwyn Bay nor 
Negro admirers attached any strings to the aid they gaVe^ 
Aebebi’s Native Baptist Church in West Africa. There w'° 
no question of these supporters seeking to dictate any poll 
to him or to suggest to hint how he should run his organic* 
tion It is significant to note that Mojola Agbebi had hard 
words for the Negroes of the New World whom he urged to 
leave America for Africa in order that they might be able to 
reassume their cultural identity, race instincts, and race pride 
which they had lost in American society. As a result of his 
experience there, he did not believe that the Christianity of 
the Bible par excellence was anywhere to be found in the 
United States, ‘the breeding ground of Race Antipathy to 
the Negro ... made as it is of the scum and dregs, the rebels 
and outlaws of Europe’. He further observed, ‘the United 
States places no exorbitant value upon character. The 
almighty dollar is the “open sesame” to all things.’41 Mojola 
Agbebi did not withhold his independence of judgement in 
fear of offending his Negro supporters to the point of per­
suading the latter from withholding their financial aid. He 
told them in unmistakable terms that Africa was the ideal 
place where the Negroes could have the opportunity to prac­
tise the tenets of Christianity; that they should leave 
America for Africa; that rather than America sending mis­
sionaries to Africa, it was the latter that should send mis­
sionaries to the United States.

Today it is the much-vilified breakaway African churches 
and organizations unconnected with the Western-founded 
churches that live up to Mojola Agbebi’s ideals in the matter 
of financial independence and self-reliance. By and large, 
the churches which owe their origins to Europe or America 
are those which look eagerly for foreign aid42—even when 
they are more affluent than the African churches—at the 
expense of sovereignty and self-dignity. It is clear that these 
Western-established churches, their vaunted self- 
government notwithstanding, depend to a great extent on 
external grants either for their sustenance, or for the survival 
maintpCe Iencer theological institutions, or for the 
inter-rh anT the*1 n.a^ona^ and continental secretariats o

urc organizations. One might press this point home

aFRican church visionary

. v asking whether this heavy dependence on the 
fUMhe’r churches in Europe and the New World has not 
Hinted the image of the Church in Africa in this post- 
d ndence era when Africans are increasingly becoming 
indeP-" of foreign aid from ‘neo-colonialist’ quarters. 
^lEshould be emphasized that Mojola Agbebi was not a 
bieoted nationalist when he gave the sovereignty of the Afri­
can Church in cultural, ecclesiastical, liturgical, and policy- 
making matters—insofar as these were in harmony with the 
Essentials of the Christian Faith-primacy over considera­
tions of the aid that could come from outside. He did not 
want foreign aid which would reduce the sovereignty of the 
African Church and thereby erode the self-dignity, self- 
nride distinctiveness, and identity which the founders and 
controllers of the Western-established churches were never 
disposed to foster or sponsor. Given a choice between 
attenuated independence with enormous financial assistance 
from outside and full independence with poverty, he prefer­
red the latter as infinitely the better.

His insistence on independence for the African Church at 
all costs may be illustrated with two examples. First, 
although the Hope Institute which he had founded in 1888 
for the training of evangelists and workers for the African 
Baptist Church had a precarious existence, due to lack of 
adequate funds, he preferred to see the institution collapse 
in 1902 rather than beg for foreign aid that would force him 
to compromise the purpose and ideals for which the institu­
tion had been founded and existed.43 Second, rather than 
transfer his relatively poor churches of the Native Baptist 
organization to the financially strong Southern American 
Baptist Mission, he stood his ground until the white leaders 
of the latter organization sought his co-operation on terms of 
equality, racial harmony, and recognition of the dignity, 
egitimacy, virility, and identity of the African organization, 
t was from a position of strength and with pride that in 

15, when he was proposed for the post of President of the 
oruba Association by the white leaders of the American 

mission, Agbebi declared:
But the Association is not only a mark of progress as touching
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Nether his British supporters in Colwyn Bay nor 
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words for the Negroes of the New World whom he urged to 
leave America for Africa in order that they might be able to 
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which they had lost in American society. As a result of his 
experience there, he did not believe that the Christianity of 
the Bible par excellence was anywhere to be found in the 
United States, ‘the breeding ground of Race Antipathy to 
the Negro ... made as it is of the scum and dregs, the rebels 
and outlaws of Europe’. He further observed, ‘the United 
States places no exorbitant value upon character. The 
almighty dollar is the “open sesame” to all things.’41 Mojola 
Agbebi did not withhold his independence of judgement in 
fear of offending his Negro supporters to the point of per­
suading the latter from withholding their financial aid. He 
told them in unmistakable terms that Africa was the ideal 
place where the Negroes could have the opportunity to prac­
tise the tenets of Christianity; that they should leave 
America for Africa; that rather than America sending mis­
sionaries to Africa, it was the latter that should send mis­
sionaries to the United States.

Today it is the much-vilified breakaway African churches 
and organizations unconnected with the Western-founded 
churches that live up to Mojola Agbebi’s ideals in the matter 
of financial independence and self-reliance. By and large, 
the churches which owe their origins to Europe or America 
are those which look eagerly for foreign aid42—even when 
they are more affluent than the African churches—at the 
expense of sovereignty and self-dignity. It is clear that these 
Western-established churches, their vaunted self- 
government notwithstanding, depend to a great extent on 
external grants either for their sustenance, or for the survival 
maintpCe Iencer theological institutions, or for the 
inter-rh anT the*1 n.a^ona^ and continental secretariats o

urc organizations. One might press this point home

aFRican church visionary

. v asking whether this heavy dependence on the 
fUMhe’r churches in Europe and the New World has not 
Hinted the image of the Church in Africa in this post- 
d ndence era when Africans are increasingly becoming 
indeP-" of foreign aid from ‘neo-colonialist’ quarters. 
^lEshould be emphasized that Mojola Agbebi was not a 
bieoted nationalist when he gave the sovereignty of the Afri­
can Church in cultural, ecclesiastical, liturgical, and policy- 
making matters—insofar as these were in harmony with the 
Essentials of the Christian Faith-primacy over considera­
tions of the aid that could come from outside. He did not 
want foreign aid which would reduce the sovereignty of the 
African Church and thereby erode the self-dignity, self- 
nride distinctiveness, and identity which the founders and 
controllers of the Western-established churches were never 
disposed to foster or sponsor. Given a choice between 
attenuated independence with enormous financial assistance 
from outside and full independence with poverty, he prefer­
red the latter as infinitely the better.

His insistence on independence for the African Church at 
all costs may be illustrated with two examples. First, 
although the Hope Institute which he had founded in 1888 
for the training of evangelists and workers for the African 
Baptist Church had a precarious existence, due to lack of 
adequate funds, he preferred to see the institution collapse 
in 1902 rather than beg for foreign aid that would force him 
to compromise the purpose and ideals for which the institu­
tion had been founded and existed.43 Second, rather than 
transfer his relatively poor churches of the Native Baptist 
organization to the financially strong Southern American 
Baptist Mission, he stood his ground until the white leaders 
of the latter organization sought his co-operation on terms of 
equality, racial harmony, and recognition of the dignity, 
egitimacy, virility, and identity of the African organization, 
t was from a position of strength and with pride that in 

15, when he was proposed for the post of President of the 
oruba Association by the white leaders of the American 

mission, Agbebi declared:
But the Association is not only a mark of progress as touching
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its existence, but it is also remarkable that it has been able t 
make ts start clear of race-domination; a religious gatherinR £ 
higher pretensions. In an assemb y of missionaries and AfrfJ* 
workers it is not generally, not often, or perhaps has never bee£ 
the case for an African to preside.

It was his jealousy for independence and self-dignity that 
made Agbebi insist on living on what could be provided fOr 
him by the African congregation rather than on the rela­
tively heavy salary he could have had in the mission estab­
lishments which were replenished from sources from sub­
scribers in Europe and the New World. Consequently, he 
supported himself partly by the free-will offerings of his con­
gregation, partly from his writings as a journalist, and partly 
from the aid given him by his wife, a petty trader.

The philosophy of the African Church adumbrated by 
Mojola Agbebi is of crucial significance for us«in another 
way; it emphasizes that the Church should be related to, or 
be an expression of, the political, economic, and social aspi­
rations of the society in which it is situated. The African 
society he had in mind was not a static one, or an inward 
looking reactionary traditionalist society, impervious to 
progressive and salutary forces from outside. Thus while he 
insisted on the retention of the vital customs and institutions 
around which the Christianity of the Bible should crystallize, 
and the meaningfulness and relevance of which were beyond 
doubt, he wanted African society to enter the modern age 
through the patronage of literary education and the scientific 
cultivation of the soil.

Furthermore, he did not believe that there was any distinc­
tion between the temporal and the spiritual, or that a good 
Christian should regard the church as the only theatre of his 
activities, closing his eyes to politics and having nothing to 
do with the State. In his view, man was a political, a social, 
and an economic animal, just as he was a religious being- 

ence he was active in politics in many directions. As a 
member of the Lagos branch of the Ekitiparapo, the organ-

0 e^te Ekiti which incited their countrymen in 
the hinterland to rebel against the imperial yoke of Ibadan, 

Governrnent to intervene in the Kinj1 
-93. His aim was to see peace and justice reign
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n Yorubaland with each kingdom or sub-ethnic group 
regaining and enjoying its pristine independence and 
sovereignty. As a member of the Yoruba nation, he pro­
tested against the British attack on, and occupation of, 
Yorubaland; as an African he denounced the partition of 
Africa and the establishment of colonial rule on the conti­
nent; as a member of the Negro race he defended his race at 

1911 Universal Races Congress, London, against the 
scorn, contempt, and prejudices which white racists had 
entertained against Africans and their customs for genera­
tions.45

Agbebi did not confine his participation in secular affairs 
to Nigeria or West Africa; he corresponded with several 
organizations with avowed political and literary interests on 
Africa and Africans. He was a member of the Aborigines 
Protection Society for which he began to raise funds in 1901, 
and a Vice-President of the - Lagos Auxiliary of the 
Aborigines Protection Society from 1911 to 1914, an organ­
ization which strove hard to put across to the parent body in 
Britain the grievances of the Nigerian peoples against the 
colonial regime. Among the literary societies of which he 
was a member were the Royal African Society, founded in 
1901 in memory of Mary Kingsley, with the aim of encourag­
ing academic study of Africa and Africans, and the Royal 
Colonial Institute of which he was a Fellow. Among the 
religious organizations outside Africa with which he had 
connections were the British and African Incorporated 
Association, North Wales, of which he was the local Secret­
ary for West Africa, and the Men’s Sunday Club of New 
York of which he was an Honorary Member.

On 24 May 1917, Mojola Agbebi breathed his last after a 
brief illness. Towards the end of 1916, his health had begun 
to decline as a result of work, over-anxiety, and the buffet­
ings of fate. By then the physical exertions of supervising his 
extensive field of evangelization had told upon his youthful 
energy. From 1914 onwards, he began to experience finan­
cial embarrassment occasioned by a series of libel suits filed 
against him in respect of a number of publications that had 
appeared in 1914 when he was acting editor of the Lagos

eekly Record. Moreover he had his due share of human



135AFRICAN

: I7

8

20

lilih

!
Il

2

35

4

9
10

' 1 I

1I
NOTES

1 A. B. Batubo, The Dawn of Baptist Work in Eastern Nigeria, Port 
Harcourt, 1964, pp. 6-10.
Correspondence between John E. Bruce and Mojola Agbebi (Ibadan 
University Library).

3 AfriC° and the GosPel' Sermons’ Debates and

?"e bttle ,book which reveals the attitude of African nationalists to 
Desai X.Afr’ca and which students should try to read is Ram

5 Davidby Africans. Denver, 1962.
6 African Church, Reporfof Pmeeiun&of the African Church fa’
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four of his eldest children died in rapid success
However, Mojola Agbebi did not allow earthly misfo^"' 
to rob him of his heavenly vision and therefore, in the“ne 
months of his life, he mustered and expended all his rema?n

energy in the service of God. In early 1917 he retu^' 
from Buguma, really sick. By March, when the Yoruba Ban- 
tist Conference was held in Lagos, he had rallied enough to 
participate actively in its affairs.

Although Mojola Agbebi died poor in things material he 
was abundantly rich in the things of the spirit. The world 
meant little to him; it was no more than a place where he 
sought to get ready for the eternal life hereafter. His death 
was mourned all over British West Africa as a loss to the 
cause of African patriotism and the African Church. Tri­
butes were paid to his memory as far away as the United 
States, where J. E. Bruce recorded:

Of the few African gentlemen of my acquaintance, he was one 
whom I especially honoured and of whose friendship I was 
proud and I loved him as a brother. He was a good man and a 
great man in a larger sense than some who knew him realised. 
His many friends over here have heard with sincere regret and 
sorrow of his leave-taking, and at an appropriate time will give 
public expression to their appreciation of his moral and public 
worth.
He is gone and a star in its brilliance has set
But the light of its beauty we will never forget.46
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The emergence of Departments of Education in West Afri­
can universities in the past decade is a pleasant reflection of 
the yearning of Africans for literary education since the end 
of the Second World War. Not only have primary and sec­
ondary schools increased in number, but teaching has 
become more professionalized than ever before. This is a 
state of affairs that has provided scholars with excellent ma­
terial for major studies, in sober reflections, and prophecies. 
Research has covered such fields as traditional education in 
unlettered societies, philosophy of education, and the sci­
ence of teaching.

The impressive efforts made in these various fields have 
obscured the existence of one unexplored but rich and beck­
oning field—the history of literacy on the continent of 
Africa. It is a hoary-headed field, nearly two thousand years 
old, and it promises high dividends to investment by African­
ists. It is like a great fountain overflowing almost the entire 
continent. In the wake of Christianity, literacy had by the 
end of the fourth century produced in Mediterranean Africa 
African bishops (St Augustine), intellectuals (Lactantius), 
and theologians (Tertullian) of international stature in 
Christendom. Under the banner of Islam, which reached 
Africa in ad 639, literacy had by the end of the eighteenth 
century produced north of the tropical forest philosophers 
(Ibn Khaldun), medical scholars (Averroes), erudite jurists 
(Ahmed Baba), and historians (Muhammad Kati).

Surely an account of the educational institutions that pro­
ved these eminent Africans is worth knowing, worth tel-

137

I



!

W

if I

■

JI

II

*iff ?!'! i
)38 APR.CAN HISTORICAL STUd,es

,ing worth retailing. As far as this writer is aware, no effn„ 
has so far been made at any history of education for 
period before the middle of the nineteenth century r, 
regrettable that in spite of the mounting interest of sciioL 
in the political, constitutional, administrative, ideologic ? 
and economic developments in the Islamized north? ’ 
third of the continent, no historian has come forward ? 
pioneer the study of the spread of literacy by Islam through 
the myriads of Koranic schools—the madrassas a»d 
khuttabs— which have been in continuous, though precar’ 
ous, existence in this vast area of Africa for more than a 
thousand years. Even the universities of Kairouan, Sankore 
and Jaghbub are still to attract the attention of chroniclers’ 
With respect to the record of the educational achievements 
of Christianity in Africa, the position is slightly, but only 
slightly, better. It is commonplace to come across comments 
on, and casual attention to, pioneering activities of Christian 
missions in West Africa since the middle of the nineteenth 
century.1

Those familiar with the existing literature and research on 
the educational contribution of Christian missions in the last 
century should not regard this writer’s judgment on the 
commendable and impressive progress made as severe. The 
point I wish to convey is that the existing literature and 
research should be seen as making no more than a significant 
beginning. They serve mainly one purpose: to reveal that in 
matters of literary education, the colonial administration was 
more of a prop than an initiator; the real initiators were the 
Christian missions.

This point may be driven home by a summary evaluation 
of the well-known research works on Nigeria. M. J. Walsh, 
‘The Catholic contribution to education in Western Nigeria 
1861-1926’, MA thesis, London University, 1951, is well 
written and comprehensive but exclusive, dealing with the 
achievements of only one Catholic sect—the Society of Afn 
can Church Missions—in education in Yorubaland, where 
they were late-comers in relation to other missions in pom 
0 ^me ar*d educational progress. T. High, ‘The history 0 

e educational work related to the Nigerian Baptist Con 
vention 1850-1959’, PhD thesis, Louisville, 1960, is e

I
| ■ H
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satisfactory, less academic in quality; it is far more sectarian 
in outlook and is overdosed with religious emphasis. P. E. M. 
Inyang, ‘The provision of education in Nigeria with refer­
ence to the work of the Church Missionary Society, Catholic 
Mission and the Methodist Missionary Society’, MA thesis, 
London University, 1958, is a misnomer. It deals mainly 
with the work of the Primitive Methodists in south-eastern 
Nigeria and makes superficial historical evaluation of the 
Crowther regime in the Niger Mission. T. T. Solaru, Teacher 
Training in Nigeria, Ibadan, 1964, is a fine piece of work but 
as it is only about the training of teachers, it excludes a great 
deal of the educational contributions of the missions in other 
spheres before and during the colonial period. Sonia F. 
Graham, ‘History of education in relation to the develop­
ment of the Protectorate of Northern Nigeria, 1900-1919’, 
PhD thesis, London University, 1955, is not as comprehen­
sive as one might hope.2 Originally intended as a work on the 
career of one man, Hans Vischer, it makes scanty reference 
to the Sudan Interior Mission, the Society of African Mis­
sion, the Sudan United Mission, and the Mennonite Bret­
hren, all of whom were active in various parts of Northern 
Nigeria during the years covered by the thesis.

The richness of the history of literary education in West 
Africa in the last century may be gleaned from the contribu­
tions of colonial administrators such as Sir Frederick Lugard, 
Sir Gordon Guggisberg, and A. G. Fraser that have been 
brought to light in the past decade.3 These imperial 
educationists had African predecessors among whom may be 
noted Dr Beale Africanus Horton (1835-83), Dr Edward 
Wilmot Blyden (1832-1912), James Johnson (1836-1917), 
and Dr Henry Rawlinson Carr (1863-1945). These African 
pioneers of literary education deserve special study for two 
reasons: first, because their views on this type of education in 
its various forms—its philosophy, its purpose, its nature, its 
content, and the levels at which it should be pursued—have a 
modernist ring and credit them with remarkable clair­
voyance; second, because they conceived their views in rela­
tion to, and in the context of, the African environment. In 
Horton, for instance, we have the prophet of science and 
technology as the branches of education on which West
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Africa should fix its hope in its evolution into the m
age;4 in James Johnson, the apostle of a literacy that 601 
transform Africans into Christianized statesmen a Ch W°Uld 
ized citizenry, Christianized scholars, and Christianized113"' 
servants;5 in Blyden, the relentless advocate of the cl C1V11 
and these languages as the veritable keys for the unlo?1CS 
of the sluices of true knowledge;6 in Henry Carr, the Ckl"g 
matic, intellectual rationalist of literary education in relap8' 
to man’s mind and its utility in West African society 7 10"

Perhaps the most convenient way of investigating th 
evolution of literacy in Africa is through biographies, first f 
the Europeanized educationists of the last century about 
whom information is relatively easy to come by, and then of 
those famous educationists in Muslim Africa, such as Ibn 
Yasin, Ibn Khaldun, and Al Maghili. This chapter, which 
attempts to reveal the ideas and contributions of one of the 
Europeanized elite mentioned above, James Johnson, to 
literary education in West Africa between 1864 and 1917, is 
intended as a gauntlet to the Faculties of Education in West 
African Universities; it is hoped that they will not hesitate to 
pick it up by launching full-scale research into the history of 
literacy in Africa, or parts of it, without further delay.

The fact that James Johnson was neither a teacher by 
profession nor a civil servant formally connected with a 
Department of Education in Sierra Leone or Nigeria does 
not affect his stature as an educationist. Historically, it 
should be stressed, his ideas concerning literary education 
spanned the first two phases of the development of western 
education in modern West Africa. These were the ‘pre­
ordinance’ era (up to 1882 in Nigeria and the Gold Coast) 
when Christian missions were the involuntary monopolists of 
the field, and the early years of colonial rule when the domi­
nance of Christian missions remained crucial and decisive, 
the colonial government merely exercising a feeble contro 
through grants and making a spasmodic effort in the esta 
lishment of schools.

It is essential that scholars of the history of literacy in 
Africa should note 1  
philosophies were i   j  
mal rule by African officials such

of colo- 
Carr of
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Nigeria or imperial educationists such as Guggisberg of the 
Gold Coast. They had predecessors in many missionaries, 
European and African, whose ideas, thought, and achieve­
ments are wrapped up in mission archives difficult for 
classification by the archivists.8 In this respect James John­
son was no more than one of a long list of pioneer education­
ists deserving attention.

James Johnson was born to an Ijesha father and an Ijebu 
mother in Benguema, a small village in the British Colony of 
Sierra Leone, about the year 1835. After a few years of 
elementary education in the Lancastrian type of school at 
Campbell Town and the CMS school of St Matthew’s, Ben­
guema, he entered the CMS Grammar School in 1851, that 
is, barely six years after the founding of the first secondary 
school in modern West Africa. In 1854 he entered the 
Fourah Bay Institution as the 125th student of this 
theology-orientated college, the only place of higher educa­
tion in West Africa until the founding of university colleges 
in the Gold Coast and in Nigeria after the Second World 
War. By 1858 he had completed his studentship, emerging 
as an Anglican of the deepest hue with a mind cribbed, 
crabbed, and confined by the dogmas of the Christian relig­
ion, and as a voracious reader. Except for a brief spell as 
tutor at Fourah Bay from 1860 to 1863, he spent all his life 
in the service of the Church, as a catechist at Christ Church, 
Pademba, Freetown, from 1863 to 1874; vicar of St Paul’s, 
Breadfruit, Lagos, 1874 to 1877 and 1881 to 1900; as 
Superintendent of the CMS Interior Mission (Yoruba), 1877 
to 1880, and as Assistant Bishop in charge of the Niger 
Delta Pastorate, including the Anglican churches in the Edo, 
Itsekiri, and Urhobo areas, from 1900 to 1917?

Nevertheless the one subject of absorbing interest to him 
continuously from 1864 to 1917 was literacy, in his judg­
ment the greatest benefit accruing to Africans from their 
enforced contact with the European world. It should be 
noted that James Johnson stressed literacy, not education, 
because as he reiterated time and again, there was, and there 
always had been, a system of education in Africa before the 
intrusion of the white man began; in traditional society, he 
declares, Africans evolved and taught mores, morality,
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Literacy would afford Africans the opportunity to make use 
of their minds, vindicate their creative genius, and thereby 
add to the sum total of human wisdom in the realms of art, 
wisdom, and literature. It behoved Africans, said James 
Johnson, to patronize literacy in its best and sophisticated 
form, through higher education, otherwise ‘the continent is 
bound to be backward’.11

So paramount was the subject of education for James 
Johnson that at a time when pastors looked upon the school 
as nothing more than a proselytizing machine, hardly ever 
caring to supervise the schools under them, he was through­
out his career an effective manager of the schools in his 
parish or diocese. Invariably he usurped the functions of 
teachers and inspectors of education. It was his practice to 
test pupils in oral and written examinations, producing 
reports that would have done credit to inspectors of educa­
tion.12 It is significant to note that on the four occasions he 
went to Britain—1873, 1887, 1899, and 1909—the state of 
literary education and the role he was convinced the British 
ought to have been playing in its development in the interest 
of Africans were discussed directly with the Colonial Office. 
In the period 1886 to 1894, when he was a member of the 
Legislative Council of Lagos, he paid greater attention to 
literary education than any other member. By membership 
of the Council he was one of the foundation members of the 
Board of Education, the first government co-ordinating 
institution in Nigeria. James Johnson used the Council 
chamber to persuade the British government to create a 
sub-inspectorate department for the Lagos Colony at a time 
when there was only a common department for British set­
tlements in West Africa. He was also instrumental in the 
appointment of Henry Carr as the first Sub-Inspector of 
Education in Nigeria.13

Not only was the subject of literary education perennially 
in James Johnson’s mind: he also thought very deeply about 
it, his thinking crystallizing into a philosophy. Basic to his 
philosophy was that education must be completely saturated 
with Christianity, the Bible forming the pith. This idea 
formed part of his dream to see all Africans thoroughly and 
sincerely Christianized; Christian ethics, the Christian abso-

!42 AFRICAN HISTORICAL

habits and virtues which it should be the endeavour of Afri 
cans to retain against the corroding and decivilizin»• ? '' 
dencies of the penetrating so-called European civiliz^"' 
For instance, he said,

Yoruba heathenism alone taught respect and reverence fOr a 
and for all authority, filial regard and reverence for and obed! 
ence to parents on the part of children always, and care and 
concern for them under the infirmities or sickness and old ag 
and in times of need produced by other circumstances; a great 
regard for marriage and the perpetuity of the bond, submission 
to their husbands on the part of the wives, and care and protec­
tion on the part of the husbands; the exercise of the duties of 
hospitality to all and especially to strangers; fidelity to friend­
ship under all circumstances, chastity, truthfulness in speech 
honesty, kindness, and amongst some tribes courage also; whilst 
... murder and theft, and sometimes the practice of witchcraft, 

are punished by death; adultery and fornication with severe 
social disgrace and fines; ... and it discountenances amongst 
other things, pride and vanity and extravagance.10

In discerning the distinction between literacy and education, 
in perceiving that the unlettered Africans in the pre-colonial 
era were educated in a way and to a level that should com­
mand the respect of the contemporary educated African 
elite and European commentators, James Johnson was more 
than two generations before his time. Only in our time, 
thanks to scientifically-minded anthropologists and 
educationists, has this simple fact been recognized and 
appreciated; only now are scholars becoming informed to 
the point of qualifying the word ‘education’ with the adjec­
tive‘literary’.

This is not to say that James Johnson minimized the disad­
vantages under which unlettered and uncontaminated Afri­
cans laboured with regard to literate communities. Literacy, 
he perceived, was indispensable to Africans if they were to 
achieve and claim equality with the other races of mankin 
He recognized in literacy the only agency that would bring 
Africans to high-level development and put them on 
same footing with other peoples; he saw in literacy the key 
the storehouse of the cumulative knowledge and ac ie/' 
ment of the human race since the dawn of the alp a
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Literacy would afford Africans the opportunity to make use 
of their minds, vindicate their creative genius, and thereby 
add to the sum total of human wisdom in the realms of art, 
wisdom, and literature. It behoved Africans, said James 
Johnson, to patronize literacy in its best and sophisticated 
form, through higher education, otherwise ‘the continent is 
bound to be backward’.11

So paramount was the subject of education for James 
Johnson that at a time when pastors looked upon the school 
as nothing more than a proselytizing machine, hardly ever 
caring to supervise the schools under them, he was through­
out his career an effective manager of the schools in his 
parish or diocese. Invariably he usurped the functions of 
teachers and inspectors of education. It was his practice to 
test pupils in oral and written examinations, producing 
reports that would have done credit to inspectors of educa­
tion.12 It is significant to note that on the four occasions he 
went to Britain—1873, 1887, 1899, and 1909—the state of 
literary education and the role he was convinced the British 
ought to have been playing in its development in the interest 
of Africans were discussed directly with the Colonial Office. 
In the period 1886 to 1894, when he was a member of the 
Legislative Council of Lagos, he paid greater attention to 
literary education than any other member. By membership 
of the Council he was one of the foundation members of the 
Board of Education, the first government co-ordinating 
institution in Nigeria. James Johnson used the Council 
chamber to persuade the British government to create a 
sub-inspectorate department for the Lagos Colony at a time 
when there was only a common department for British set­
tlements in West Africa. He was also instrumental in the 
appointment of Henry Carr as the first Sub-Inspector of 
Education in Nigeria.13

Not only was the subject of literary education perennially 
in James Johnson’s mind: he also thought very deeply about 
it, his thinking crystallizing into a philosophy. Basic to his 
philosophy was that education must be completely saturated 
with Christianity, the Bible forming the pith. This idea 
formed part of his dream to see all Africans thoroughly and 
sincerely Christianized; Christian ethics, the Christian abso-

!42 AFRICAN HISTORICAL

habits and virtues which it should be the endeavour of Afri 
cans to retain against the corroding and decivilizin»• ? '' 
dencies of the penetrating so-called European civiliz^"' 
For instance, he said,

Yoruba heathenism alone taught respect and reverence fOr a 
and for all authority, filial regard and reverence for and obed! 
ence to parents on the part of children always, and care and 
concern for them under the infirmities or sickness and old ag 
and in times of need produced by other circumstances; a great 
regard for marriage and the perpetuity of the bond, submission 
to their husbands on the part of the wives, and care and protec­
tion on the part of the husbands; the exercise of the duties of 
hospitality to all and especially to strangers; fidelity to friend­
ship under all circumstances, chastity, truthfulness in speech 
honesty, kindness, and amongst some tribes courage also; whilst 
... murder and theft, and sometimes the practice of witchcraft, 

are punished by death; adultery and fornication with severe 
social disgrace and fines; ... and it discountenances amongst 
other things, pride and vanity and extravagance.10

In discerning the distinction between literacy and education, 
in perceiving that the unlettered Africans in the pre-colonial 
era were educated in a way and to a level that should com­
mand the respect of the contemporary educated African 
elite and European commentators, James Johnson was more 
than two generations before his time. Only in our time, 
thanks to scientifically-minded anthropologists and 
educationists, has this simple fact been recognized and 
appreciated; only now are scholars becoming informed to 
the point of qualifying the word ‘education’ with the adjec­
tive‘literary’.

This is not to say that James Johnson minimized the disad­
vantages under which unlettered and uncontaminated Afri­
cans laboured with regard to literate communities. Literacy, 
he perceived, was indispensable to Africans if they were to 
achieve and claim equality with the other races of mankin 
He recognized in literacy the only agency that would bring 
Africans to high-level development and put them on 
same footing with other peoples; he saw in literacy the key 
the storehouse of the cumulative knowledge and ac ie/' 
ment of the human race since the dawn of the alp a
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lutes of justice, goodness, humanity of man t 
other virtues, as contained in the Bible °rnan’i°veM 
Johnson higher than the ethics and virtues fi,6 f°r Jan= 
fostered by Islam and African indigenous r COuld 
Bible, he said, came to men from heaven,14 Wa r^*lgion- T” 
of the divine, the touchstone by which individual6 PUrve>" 
munities should test their acts. All other books <S COc 
dane origins; therefore they were of baser educati^ °|f mu 
mere repositories of human wisdom. nalvali>

The Bible, James Johnson insisted, must be taught 
dren very clearly. Only the Bible would make a child°Ch" 
and holy, fit for the world and meet for heaven’.15 in 
words, in James Johnson’s conception, education was 
divine origin and must look heavenward; it must not be con 
ceived in purely human terms. Its purpose was not just th 
refinement and development of the human mind for earthl 
ends; its cardinal purpose was to prepare the human soulfo 
the world to come. As he said, the greatest calamity tha 
could befall a country is to have its education secularized 
‘education not based upon religion, the religion of the Bible 
will be found productive of a race of infidels, atheists 
freethinkers and mere moralists.’16

In emphasizing and defining the pervasiveness of th< 
moral content of education in Christian terms, in giving pri 
macy to the Bible, and in investing education with a divint 
purpose James Johnson was unique. None of his content 
poraries philosophized so rigidly about education in termso 
Christian dogma as he did. True, none of his exm temporaries 
in the Victorian era doubted the value of Christian mo> 
in the character training of children in primaryant, ■ 
dary schools, but it was more the earthly, t e . ^eWjs 
of literacy, that they emphasized. Hence ir a ^iikini 
the Egba Saro legal luminary of his day. ec °e when h<

of the majority of the educated African c g^Quld be
declared that the immediate purpose of e uca understant 
to aid the African to achieve mental victo*?-eveiopment 01 
the laws of Nature, and apply them for t e -ness 
the material well-being of mankind, ine concern 
present life’, he stressed, should be the pn .an mi- 
educators, not the religious emphasis
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JA . in their schools.17 Even Henry Carr, an earnest 
jiked t° giveand an exponent and symbol of excellence in 
Churchman moraJ affairs, was not disposed to see educa- 
character an Q^inantiy spirituaI and religious terms.18 Sir 
tion 10 k I ueard an unbeliever but another apostle of mor- 
Freder,XP^moulding of character, emphasized the humanis- 
ahty ther than the Christian kind of moral education.19 
ticfather strand of James Johnson’s philosophy of educa- 

• AnL that under colonial rule, literacy was a prescriptive 
h°ht of the governed. In other words, the State would be 
filing in its duty if it did not put literary education at the 
disposal of its citizens. The latter were not to demand liter­
acy as a favour but as a right. In West Africa, the ‘pagans’ 
and Muslims, who were indifferent and apathetic to western 
education in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, 
declared James Johnson, should be persuaded by the State to 
send their children to schools established by the govern­
ment.20 Properly considered, contended this apostle of 
Western education, literary education was the exclusive pro­
vince of the State; individuals and Christian missions in West 
Africa had merely been assuming the functions of the State 
because of the failure of the latter to do its duty. West Afri­
cans were to be commended for the enthusiasm and liberal­
ity they had been displaying in sending their children to 
schools in West Africa and overseas. Government had no 
right to demand more from Africans. Indeed, ‘it is the duty 
of the Government to give very liberal help in such an 
important matter as education to those who are so liberally 
f, ping themselves.’21 Literary education was also not the 
ted inMr JhC Pristian missions> although they had a ves- 
territorvT 1° 1 ? moral development of the peoples of the 
tation of ndrCOU obe Worthy instruments in the implemen- 
must be borneCby^hl Stat'e^ neCeSsary financial resources 

Africans Htpt°'i'nSOn S Juc'8rnent the responsibility of making 
tion because h & mUS^ ^evo*ve uPon the colonial administra- 
guardian of th^8 • government and so the detector and 
governed wp fUe ’nt.erests of the governed. Since the 
through custQ6 f providers of the revenue of the State, 
AHS i ms uties, it was incumbent on government to
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deploy the largest part of the money received 
education. He felt that the British administrate 
Africa were misappropriating the money of the 
relegating education to the background and 
of the revenue on prisons, housing, and an 
service manned by European officials enjoying e 
privileges like leave passage allowances.22

In support of his conviction that the provision 
education was the obligation of the State, he lectured Tu' 
Colonial Office in 1874, 1887, 1899, and thl
ships should be instituted at the secondary an?^? 
secondary levels for poor but clever students.23 In 1884 h" 
charged the British administration in Lagos with niggardlL 
ness in matters of literary education, calculating that onl' 
two shillings were being spent on a pupil in contrast to forty 
shillings per pupil in contemporary England.24 As early as 
1874 he had demanded that the British government estab­
lish in Sierra Leone a higher institution of learning for all 
West Africa for training in engineering, pottery, printing, 
carpentry, and cotton-ginning.25 Twenty-five years later he 
tried in vain to persuade the British government to ‘establish 
or materially help to establish at some central point on the 
coast a college where besides the teaching of agricultural and 
other industrial subjects, some of the learned professions 
should have a place given to them.’26 This college, he said, 
should be affiliated to a British university.

Nor was his philosophy that education should be seen in 
Christian terms entirely unfruitful. For in 1882 when the 
Lagos government announced the first Education Ordi­
nance, imitating in law and spirit Foster’s Act of 1870, James 
Johnson was able to lead an agitation against it. He found 
very offensive the attempt of the Ordinance to put Christian­
ity at par with Islam and traditional religion by giving to 
leaders of all religions access to pupils of their respective 
persuasion. He also found it reprehensible that in pu 1C 
schools, that is in schools that might be founded by the ta e, 
religious instruction was excluded. The Ordinance w 
objectionable to James Johnson on another groun 27 
grants were made by government for secular subjects on 

1 nder James Johnson’s chairmanship, a Memora
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drafted by him was sent to the British government against 
the Ordinance.28 The Memorandum emphasized that Mus­
lims and ‘pagans’ should not and could not be properly 
regarded as true subjects or citizens of the British Empire. 
Since, in the judgment of the Memorandists, the Lagos gov­
ernment was ‘Christian’ it was its duty to ‘express sympathy 
with the Christian religion which teaches the purest morality, 
and supplies to scholars the highest motives for the duties of 
life, and upon which we, and we are persuaded the Govern­
ment also, mainly reckon for the improvement of our coun­
try and people’.

This Johnsonian philosophy of education, definition of 
citizenship, and functions of British administration in 
Nigeria, indeed in West Africa, was tacitly accepted by the 
educated African elite in the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century. Among the educated Africans the idea that in Brit­
ish Nigeria Muslims and ‘pagans’ should qualify for citizen­
ship did not begin to occur until the first decade of this 
century; demand for outright secularization of education was 
not made by African educationists until after the First World 
War. It was in the context of the religious-conscious Vic­
torian Lagos that the reaction of the Lagos Times, the first 
Nigerian-owned newspaper, owned by an ardent disciple of 
James Johnson, R. B. Blaize, to the Ordinance should be 
understood. The secularism of the Ordinance, declared the 
newspaper, was a subtle plot by the British administration to 
prevent Nigeria from becoming a great and ‘civilized’ nation 
for ‘we know that England and indeed Europe owes her 
prosperity, greatness and security mainly to Christianity and 
a Christian education’.29

With respect to the content, pattern, and quality of the 
formalized Western education he wished for West Africa, 
James Johnson’s vision was truly grand. His curricula were 
all-embracing, designed to educate the head, the hand, and 
the heart at the primary, secondary, and post-secondary 
levels, in relation to the economic potentialities of the terri­
tory and the cultural heritage of its peoples. Even the body 
was not to be neglected. Like the Greek educationists of 
classical times, he was concerned about the physiognomy, 
the physique, and the healthiness of Africans, hence his

ij
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“ w. KS.'SSJ'XSS
insufficient for the neecFs of X that they Were numerically 
mission station there heJe7ltOry- In Poetically every 
dary grammar school in ’ J° 1845 the-first secon-
CMS; in Nigeria the S “ Leone was founded by the 
ondary school in 1859- in Tc?^2?1100 started the first sec’ 
trail on the Gold Coast’t f,8?6 the Wesleyans blazed the 
made to seconds™ « " a three countries additions were

Nevertheless he h ™mmar schools by the time of his death, 
tions. The British o f many complaints about these institu- 
sufficient interest was not showing
be pumped into th^ & ^ernentary schools; money should 
government should^ " formof grants to the managers; 
Elementary Educatinn^^u ltS ,nterest in and support to 
seeks to promote th • f°rr,the peop,e ; ’a government that 
pecially if this >F fhe PeoPle’s] education, and es- 
to the gratitud S C(mducted on the right lines, entitles itself 
school 8his ch£ aH PeoP,e’;30 Concerning the secondary 
the latter did egatlon against the government was that 
achieve a dual nOt award state scholarships which would 
some rivalry a purpose: stimulate diligence and a whole- 
clever but poor^tuXnts^'3^ provide opportunity t0 

sccondarv^chook0^’ u!1 was not weH with the Primary and 
he regarded ■ ^ls a^e‘ There was, for instance, what 
Ms.idfng r.f rh*S k C Ur,healthy attitude and perverted under-

”” r- .., he beneficiaries of these schools to literary edu- 
e sa,d’ Pupils tended to be less well-behaved 

■■ ■_-  . and teachers than sanctioned in indigenous
. ^manners and in codes of social and moral 

- ",-rc inferior to their unlettered and uncon-
» ,l<i'Ues’ !2 Second, they lacked reading habits, 

-- . . - school there was no question of improving
' -nJcning their horizon in different directions, 

-,- . . .7 "ry ,education as a means for the achievement 
' octal and material status in society; their

> - education for its own sake.■ criticism of the students of his age was tha
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they ascribed to themselves a dignity that developed in them 
an implacable contempt for manual labour. .This attitude, he 
said, was unrealistic and a disservice to West Africa. For a 
long time to come, he declared, the economy, prosperity, and 
development of the territory would depend on the fertility of 
the soil. Therefore rather than abandon farming, students 
should return to the soil with up-to-date tools and know­
ledge of mechanized and scientific cultivation and thereby 
displace ‘the rudest and most primitive and ineffective 
implements’ of traditional society.33 In order that students 
might develop the appropriate attitude, he urged the British 
administration to start ‘model farms’ under English or West 
Indian instructors.

Indeed, what is known as industrial education engaged his 
attention. By 1870 he had attempted to persuade the gov­
ernment of Sierra Leone Colony to establish for literate 
ladies ‘workshops’ where they could learn millinery and 
basket-weaving.34 He envisaged for all West Africa a huge 
technical institute which would turn out carpenters, civil and 
mechanical engineers, textile experts, and ceramics gradu­
ates.35

James Johnson’s apprehension about the schools of his 
age and his idea of what they should be were certainly shared 
by some of his contemporaries. However, he had the advan­
tage of a shaping hand by his membership on the Board of 
Education in Lagos from 1887 to 1900 at which he aired his 
views fearlessly and not entirely without effect. Annual 
school exhibitions began to be organized, prizes were 
awarded, and some attention given to industrial education.
n concrete terms two contemporaries did what James John­

son did not have the means to do. In 1895 R. B. Blaize, who 
ad been appalled at the absence of industrial departments

p, secondary schools of Lagos, gave £1,000 to the 
urch Missionary Society for such a department in their 

rarnmar School. His hope was that industrial training
'l 900 S?read into hinterland of Lagos. As he observed in 
O k The Colony was overstocked with clerks; Oyo, 

g omosho and other interior countries will soon be 
ccupied by civilized Lagos people, and these will require 

good houses.’36 Even more spectacular was the action of S.
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Hshmem of°an AwihbT,Wa° gaVe £60>000 for >he estab- 
the country could be tanX where the youths of
this institution had gat mecbanized farming. By 1909 
covered 1,000 acres 37 60 established at Mabang and it 

conspicuously absentXXXf6^ ^terary education that was 
successfully was the nri- which James Johnson agitated 
not sponsored institiitir/^P1!^ That higher education was 
British government ^h_ri.stian missions or by the
Hennessey-Johnson aoitoc est Africa until the Blyden- 
us.38 Higher education^ 1On 1872-4 should not surprise 
enormous investment X an.exPensive enterprise demanding 
British administration -er ainty beyond the resources of the 
of the nineteenth ‘e ", n ‘h,e West Africa of the last quarter 
James Johnson and ph V 1S instructive to note that both 
fact, but that thev evn^T*? B,yden were fully aware of this 
bear the burden Rin ^at Hrhish taxpayers should 
West Africa been able^? ° had the financiaI resources of 
gramme of the universkvV1!?3111 a huge educational pro- 
m the British governor Vlnd’ the wil1 was patently lacking 
education was a dHv1S ln c°ntemporary Britain, university 
Primary stage of lite *^Or ew- 1° West Africa, the 
list of the adminictmf3^ ^ducation was not on the priority 
Office the officials °rS> Litt,e Wonder that at the Colonial 
Quixotes of West Af^^ aniused at the ideas of the Don 
den. As Sir H H ^arnes Johnson and Edward Bly- 
entertainsvervaravPddKminUted: 'Lord C- [Caernarvon] 
Ing to establish a‘ W Oubts as to the expediency of attempt­
able data would be • rican University .... More reli- 
an undertaking wh'XUlred before he would sanction such 
which the natives a must necessity be costly and for 
another official reaX nOt ^et su^ciently prepared.”9 Or, as 
Johnson about the C ed tO emotional appeal of James 
from?’40 university: ‘Where is the money to come

Tourah Bay^L?/ for *he agitation of the Don Quixotes, 
diversity college • ^aVe been raised to the status of a 
°f the Church Mi«? east as ear,Y as it was. The authorities 
the university idea Onar/ ^Ociety became apprehensive that 

might become a practical proposition-
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Should this event happen, it was feared 
would be established would be complete 
dance with the venomous tone of the a 
the Negro newspaper. Ever apprehensive 
ship and initiative in educational m 
Missionary Society decided to anticip 
turning Fourah Bay into a university 
Cheetham, Bishop of the Sierra Leone 
83, declared to Governor Berkeley, the 
never take initiative in the matter but 
developing the Fourah Bay College, (c 
terms) if the CMS desire its aid and by 1c 
tentative experiment, the right and safe 
Indeed so frightened did the CMS becc 
assistance of a penny from the governr 
Fourah Bay College affiliated to a univ

It was at this crucial moment that 
summoned by the CMS authorities fo 
the university scheme and other matter 
those of Dr E. W. Blyden who is usual! 
the success of the agitation, were focuse 
As legislators and leaders of opinion c 
West Africa’ matter addressed James Jc 
his departure to England:

It is evident that their [CMS] attention h 
not only by your past labours in their se 
your views which have appeared from ti 
newspaper and which must have convir 
convinced us, that you may be safely tru 
vital questions upon which the proper 
and race depend.42

James Johnson did not disappoint his 
several interviews he argued the cas 
University, solidifying the conviction 
been building up in the CMS Headqu 
details of the raising of Fourah Bay tc 
shy college were discussed with Jame; 
^ea’ he was told, was to obtain fi 
Oxford and Cambridge as the te:
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Henry Johnson, a Saro of Ilprin ancestry who h guished himself in linguistics and had just finished™ distir= 
Arabic at Jerusalem. On his return to Freeto ac.OUrsei= 
1874, James Johnson was able to report n ln ear,ZS 
Fourah Bay would become a university instituti1^^ tha 
that ‘young people here and in other parts of the0 °rde— 
have an opportunity of acquiring very sound and lih°aSJ ma>“ 
cation on the spot’.43 Deral edu—

The significance of Fourah Bay College in the int»n 
history of West Africa up to the end of the Second wirfd 
War can hardly be over-stressed. Within ten vea™ ? d 
affiliation to Durham University, three men who were ? 
make their mark in different walks of life had passed thro h 
the institution. There was Obadiah Johnson of Sierra Leo who was to win a prize in 1885 in medicine at King’s Cof 

lege, London, achieve an MD of Edinburgh in 1889, and 
render memorable service in the medical departments of 
Sierra Leone and Nigeria. Destined to be a credit in the 
development of educational policy in Nigeria was Henry 
Carr, who left the institution in 1881 and sustained for 
well-nigh sixty years the reputation of an intellectual 
educationist in West Africa. An asset to the Church in 
Nigeria was Isaac Oluwqle, who graduated from Fourah Bay 
in 1878 and became an Assistant Bishop in 1894.

But James Johnson’s interest in Fourah Bay did not end 
with helping in its affiliation to Durham University. He fol­
lowed the fortunes of the institution in matters of staffing, 
curriculum, and orientation. He wanted Africans to be 
encouraged to join the teaching staff, in the hope that t c 
institution would be completely Africanized. In this respec 
he mentioned three Africans who, in hisJudgmeni , 
qualified to be appointed to lectureships t ere.Henry Johnson, C. Cole, an Oxford graduate and K y 
Blyden. He wanted Fourah Bay College African ze P O 
because of the death which the West Africa < chrnat^ 

tinned to bring to the white man and part } thoroughly 
convinced ‘that it was impossible for a Eur°P ho js J - 
to educate an African, as one of his own co 
tical with him in views, sympathy, feeling e •

To some extent he was gratified that ou
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Christian atmosphere and moral tone, but he wanted 
the institution to be broadminded in its curriculum. He be­
lieved that it was wise policy for the institution to train 
clergymen, but he wanted these workers in the Church to 
achieve a high academic standard in secular as well as in 
religious disciplines. As he said, the clergyman must be the 
most educated in society or at worst be equally educated as 
the best minds of the laity. From 1876 to 1887 he pressed in 
vain for the introduction of Arabic and ‘the classics, higher 
mathematics, natural science and theology proper’ for 
theological students.

However, by the last decade of the nineteenth century, 
James Johnson and other leading educated Africans had 
become disappointed that Fourah Bay College not only 
failed to add secular breadth to its curriculum but that, as 
Henry Carr put it, it had begun to relapse to ‘its early 
days—as a mere evangelistic institution’.45 Two attempts 
were made in the nineties to found the ideal university. In 
1892 an attempt was made to persuade the Foreign Board of 
the Southern American Baptist Convention to sell the Bap­
tist Academy buildings in Lagos for a sum of £1,000. The 
intention was to use these buildings for a post-secondary 
institution in which literary and industrial education would 
be provided.46 Then in 1896 James Johnson led a number of 
educated Africans to propose that a university should be 
sited at Ebute Metta. The university, it was stressed, would 
be free from the infection of European civilization and foster 
the virtues of traditional African society.47 However none 
of the plans matured. The former collapsed because the 
Foreign Board in America would not dispose of its buildings 
to a band of nationalists whose activities had led to a revolt 
against its mission in Lagos in 1888. The Ebute Metta prop­
osal failed because the government of Lagos would not help 
1 e scheme with a penny. Since the educated Africans in 

agos alone did not have the resources for such a costly 
yenJ-ure, they mooted the idea that all the educated Africans

^est Africa should combine and persuade the
S to surrender Fourah Bay to them for development 

along ideal lines.48
It must not be imagined that James Johnson welcomed
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sawTaesdaCmixedin unCTltlca"y-1" a sense, he
saw it as a mixed evil which at all levels save cause for 
considerable anxiety. For literacy did not come to Afrfca 
“oS ityf,he mp°raI a"d SOCIal vaLSom: peo™ 

son wanted for a/-5”1 Europe and America. James John- 
moral and social J003 3 hteracY that would preserve the 
linen In X k^ the Cultural heritage of the con- 
warned Jhe ome? ohe^as askin8 for ,hc impossible. He 
that moulds the 6 ,WlthIout breaking the egg. As an agency 
books literati min<J and, through the alien-orientated text­
ideas attitud re’ a^en teachers, directs the mind to 
tradftionaj •’ Va Ues’ and habitudes out of context with
African enV,rOnment’ * is bound to ‘denationalize’ the 

demneddeKnatiiOnaHzin^ concomitants of literacy were con- 
Dan of We t meS Johnson in unmeasured language. As a 
age the trad rrniZftlOn’ hterary education began to discour­
literate a •* IOna soc’al habits of Africans, prejudicing the 
morp„ gainst. traditional forms of dress, language, and 
own eon6?313*111® th601 in thought and feeling from their 
can w«c ?kr\men' other words the more literate an Afri- 
as 187?’ 6 SS tFUly African he tended to become. As early 
mire anri arne$ Johnson had made clear his view of literacy 
of Pu s,mPle> without the mental, social and moral values

r Europe, which he wanted for Africa:

resne^^tk frequently remarked by those whose opinions we 
inferi^’f at Africans under foreign culture arc generally 
That k-°J eir brethren who have not been brought under it.

w ic we want is an education that will leave undisturbed 
havpF?Ce Pecubarities. We do not wish to lose them because we 
been fCark* ,latural and other sciences in foreign lands, or 
of dirhUg 1 ^hctu by foreign people. The injuring or destroying 
befall a nafU iaddes *S among the greatest calamities that can

Africa denationalizing features of literary education in West 
will allow1C a!nes Johnson observed and denounced, space 
language "XaiPlnation of one only-teaching in the English 
lonflvvoi? -he ?St years of his hfe James Johnson was a 

e ln ^e wilderness urging that the medium 1
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tracts. With them there was no Question of considering the 
vernacular as a basis of sound education or as a cardinal part 
of African cultural heritage. As late as 1890 Bishop Samuel 
Ajayi Crowther boasted that the vernacular would never be 
accorded any importance in the schools of his diocese, and 
that English would continue to be the only medium of teach­
ing in the Niger Mission.52 Neither Blyden, nor Horton, nor 
Lugard, nor Fraser, nor Guggisberg, shared James Johnson s 
displeasure and apprehensions about the disregard of the 
vernacular in West Africa’s educational system. One 
educationist, Henry Carr, recognized and denounced the 
preposterousness of using English as the medium of instruc­
tion for primary infants. But beyond the lower classes in the 
primary school, he said, the emphasis must be on English. In 
this respect he was impatient with the failure of schools to 
make their students excellent writers and speakers of this 
alien language.53 .

If the teaching profession ever had an effusive friend and 
teachers a dedicated advocate of their interests, he was 
James Johnson. As early as 1874 he had invested teaching 
with a respectability and teachers with a status that must be 
the envy of present-day teachers. Technically there was no 
teaching profession or a teacher in West Africa before the 
First World War; there were no Teacher Training Colleges, 
it was not for nothing that the term ‘schoolmaster was used, 
rather than ‘teacher’, in the age of James Johnson.

True, schoolmasters existed in large numbers but these 
were no more than birds of passage for whom teaching was 
only a part of the experience and training for the priesthood. 
It is a mistake to believe that the Oyo Training Institution, 
founded by the CMS in April 1896, and the Wesleyan 
Missionary Training Institution, founded in 1901 at Ibadan, 
were at their inception teacher-producing machines.54 They 
were not so intended, nor did they produce teachers in the 
period before the First World War. Until 191 t ey 
remained what they were intended to be—producers ot 
evangelists and catechists. As the man in charge of what was 
•ater named Wesley College said in 1908, the institution was 
fulfilling perfectly well its role of turning out ‘evangelists ;• 
and as the principal of the 9y9 Training Institution re-
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ing horse allowances, and a free commodious house
Not only did James Johnson plead for handsome sal • 

for teachers. He wished for them as early as 1884 icitude that could have been shown only by the Socially0!' 
fare State—provisions against old age and sickness’ « e ' 
of his contemporary educationists—Blyden, Horton 
and Lugard—manifested such deep, affectionate, and abid­
ing interest in teachers and the teaching profession.

In another sense also, James Johnson was a unique 
pioneer educationist. He was an ardent champion of female 
education. The Christian in him made him accept as a maxim 
the equality of the sexes. He looked forward to an Africa 
that would be transformed by both sexes. By 1869 he had 
complained that in terms of the number of schools and the 
quality of the schools, women were being discriminated 
against. His belief in the capacity of women was infinite. As 
early as 1869 he had recorded in the Sierra Leone press: ‘I 
do not think it will be long before we have some female 
authors of our race. All we want is opportunity.’63 Judging 
from the example he showed by his marriage, it would 
appear he wanted African women to be trained to the high­
est level. He refused to marry unless he could meet an Afri­
can lady whose training was completed in England In 1868 
he literally ‘starved myself to send his g>rl-fr>end t0. a ,p° .h 
secondary' institution near Birmingham A'though ^eath 
claimed this girl-friend there he begarn ^86^.8^,. did 

resources to send another gi iok d mehter of a wealthyhe marry, after meeting Sabina Legh,.da gh was
Sara in Lagos, who had music and play-
sophisticated to the level of being skilled 

t»... -.. .would have equal opportunities { his tjme. I" the
tion, James Johnson, agam was ahe. of women was 
unlettered African society where the P Western type 
inferior to that of men, female edu o y E
was regarded as unnecessary an ,vere regarde das 
among the educated Africans worne n were de
equal than men. In the Anglican Church church,as 
red from formal evangelism and ottice
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of inequality of the sexes James Johnson would have liked to 
remedy.

In practical terms it was in the Niger Delta that he was in a 
position to contribute to the development of female educa­
tion. Here, where the Ijaw chiefs had long appreciated the 
value of literacy for their commercial enterprise, the rulers 
had never concealed their contempt and indifference to 
female education. They eagerly bore the cost of the educa­
tion of the boys, whom they used as accountants and inter­
preters, but they would not pay fees for the girls. In 1901 
James Johnson appealed to the chiefs for a change of 
attitude and persuaded them to accept the cost of female 
education.64 On 11 April 1904, largely due to the success of 
his appeals for funds all over West Africa and England, the 
Female High School was opened in Bonny. It was the first 
girls’ secondary school in eastern Nigeria.

The significance of the idealism, philosophy, and hopes of 
James Johnson about literary education in several respects 
for our generation can be easily assessed. The frenetic 
energy with which this singularly potent means of social 
change and advancement for Africa is being patronized 
today is a fulfilment of his dream; the dichotomy between 
religion and education in this increasingly secular world con­
stitutes a threat to the prop of the educational system of his 
hopes; the awareness that has begun to dawn on African 
educationists that literacy should be purged of its harmful 
European social and moral accompaniments, but integrated 
with the best in traditional mores and culture, is a tribute to 
the prophetic insight of James Johnson and other contem­
porary pioneer educationists of the pre-World War I era.

NOTES
1 It is a pity that at present there are only two works, certainly due for 

supersession, that claim pretension to a history of'education in Brit­
ish West Africa. They are C. G. Wise, A History of Education in 
British West Africa, London, 1956; and F. H. Hilliard. Short History 
of Education in British West Africa, 1957.
Published as Government and Mission Education in Northern Nigeria 
by Ibadan University Press in 1966.
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The half-dozen havens of the educated African elite which 
dotted the Atlantic seaboard of West Africa in the 
nineteenth century were unique in contemporary Africa. For 
these enclaves were nurseries of a new species of African- 
hybridized, transmogrified, and passionate borrowers of 
Western values, ideas, norms, mores, thought-patterns, relig­
ion, and cosmology, deserters of their fatherland’s cultural 
heritage, revellers in the white man’s mental world, wor­
shippers of the white man’s literary education, and apostles 
of political, economic, social and cultural aspirations com­
pletely at variance with the aspirations of the rest of the 
continent. This educated elite, as the group is usually label­
led, had more in common with white men in Europe and 
America than with the multimillion unlettered Africans in 
the vast interior of the continent. Little wonder that by and 
large the medium of communication of this relatively small 
group was either English, French, or Portuguese; they were 
unabashed hankerers after, and importers of, the white 
man’s style of life in matters of dress, entertainmen , 
freemasonry, marriage, burial, articulateness through t e 
press and parliamentary system of government; or that ve 
many of the group desired that, if need be, the white rn 
should employ physical force to bring the illiterate interio 
accept the white man’s style of life. .

These educated Africans were dreamers of an A ric , 
would begin to emerge long after they had died, a con
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moving in the direction of modernization, utilizing to the 
best advantage the science and technology which had begun 
to transform Europe and other parts of the white world into 
areas of marvel. One of the notable leaders of thought of this 
tiny minority of elite dreamers was James Africanus Beale 
Horton.

He was born in 1835 to an Igbo recaptive father in the 
settlement of Gloucester, one of the mushroom villages 
founded by liberated Africans in Sierra Leone, created by 
British philanthropy in 1787, and subsequently taken over 
by the British government in 1808. His tribal label was Igbo 
through his father who had been rescued in West African 
waters by the British navy and resettled in Sierra Leone 
Colony. As a colony-born, Beale Horton had an opportunity 
to be inducted into literary education which had been flour­
ishing in the colony for decades, thanks to the activities of 
Christian missions. Although his parents were poor, a 
missionary, the Reverend James Beale, whose names our 
character adopted, trained him gratis at the primary and 
secondary school levels. In 1853, again on the philanthropic 
ticket of the Church Missionary Society, he was admitted to 
Fourah Bay Institution, the only post-secondary but 
theology-orientated institution of learning in West Africa in 
the nineteenth century. Being groomed originally for a 
career in the Church he was made to leave Fourah Bay for 
England in 1855, a year before he graduated, for medical 
training in Britain in response to a bursary award by the 
British government, Horton’s brilliance flowered in the uni­
versities of London and Edinburgh. Within five years he had 
qualified, obtaining the MD degree with a publishable dis­
sertation with a title significant for the evolution of African 
Studies.1

Sierra Leone, this province of freedom, became the dump­
ing ground for thousands of slaves of West African origin 
intended for the New World but rescued by the British navy 
as part of the British attempt to suppress the slave trade. In a 
Way the French never contemplated for Senegal nor the 
Americans for Liberia, the British accepted full responsibil- 
fly for the moral, spiritual, intellectual, political, and 
economic rehabilitation of the multi-ethnic community in
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Sierra Leone, on the Gold Coast, and in Lagos, dangling 
before the educated elite models of a civil service and par­
liamentary system of government.3 And in Britain, individu­
als and organizations aggressively committed to the 
improvement of the lot of Africans and the implementation 
of the vision of the province of freedom experiment arose. 
There was Thomas Fowell Buxton, whose prescription for 
the termination of the slave trade, the ‘Bible and the 
plough’, encouraged the British government to launch the 
1841 Niger Expedition; there was Henry Venn, secretary of 
the Church Missionary Society from 1842 to 1872, who 
worked tirelessly to raise up a large number of the educated 
elite—botanists, naval officers, cotton farmers, traders, 
teachers, and preachers.4 There was the African- Native 
Agency Committee, composed of such people as Thomas 
Clegg, Baroness Burdett Coutts, Lord Shaftesbury, and 
Bishop Wilberforce, which spent thousands of pounds 
advancing middle-class educated Africans,5 and the African 
Aid Society, by means of which educated Africans spoke to 
British audiences through the African Times, and which put 
the African side of affairs to the British government from 
time to time.

By the sixties, the vision of the Sierra Leone experiment 
originators had been partially and impressively achieved. 
Thousands of Africans had accepted Christianity, and 
preachers and teachers were actively spreading the gospel. 
Indeed Samuel Ajayi Crowther, the first African bishop in 
modern times, had by 1864 headed an all-African mission, 
the Niger Mission, for several years. In March 1845, the first 
secondary grammar school in black Africa was established in 

reetown, and eighteen years later an alumnus, the 
Reverend James Quaker, was heading the institution as its 
principal. In the world of commerce and business, S. H. Pratt 
o Sierra Leone, Henry Robbin of Abeokuta, and Captain J.

• L. Davies of Lagos appeared. John Ezzidio of Sierra 
eone and George Blankson of the Gold Coast were being 

considered as legislators. In the realm of politics, G. W. 
me ^e^un t0 tnoculate the Egba Board of Manage-

Little wonder, then, that great hopes were entertained by
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I believe there is nothing in their (the Africansl nhvsical 
anr Z"’0"'’ °r ‘n ‘he formation of ‘heir brain which would in 
which XihzedPhHnte ‘hem f°r h°'dlng lhe hi«hest P°si'ion 
mav t;iL> ■ n^S C3n asP,re to- I* ,s quite possible that it 
cn/he kAf .mJ.t"ne~some generations perhaps—before this 
instn t' eC e ’ by Christianizing them, and giving them 
nm t " In ,ndustrial pursuits, I believe it will only require 
• 6 W° °r 111 ee generations to make them, under favourable

circumstances, equal to Europeans.8
hp'n Horton s West African Countries and Peoples should 
the n ersto°d against this background. Horton was one of 
dentfh^ateStr»^ene^claries British philanthropy. His stu- 
the reJP m u r‘ta*n bad salutary effects upon him, confirming 
the niirPCCt ae had for British philanthropy and his views of 
sense of °fSe tbe British presence in West Africa. He felt a

e ci nal gratitude to Henry Venn and the War Office

AFRICAN HISTORICAL STUDIES 168

«* fsswss saxssar modeIrn!tiee Xder that Afrophiles, the Church Missionary 
mry . Lini African Aid Society began to sing their nunc

And when in the early sixties a band of white denig. dimittis. . appeared on the scene and informed the 
rat°rSh°Ldience that the vision of the Afrophiles for West 
a?11 n^was wild, chimeric, and unattainable, when they 
Afrlcans that the Negro was ineducable, biologically 
be/an r to the white man, and incapable of comprehending 

"^nth^X” were holding out to the world as a credit to 
Christ iS British thinking and life-style were vice .near- 
Christianity, . than the unContammated Africans,7
nate and a wors £ Missionary Society and the African 
the organs of neutraiized the jaundiced and unsci-
Aid Society effectively neutra HJutchinsoni winwood
entific views of R. K ’ f the Anthropological
Reade-all foundauon mernber^ o
Society of London. The cu g open let(er by Lord
AfMCh^chin prestent of the African Aid Society, 

testifies:
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Education Committee which had been responsible for his 
training in Britain. And, of course, he saw Britain at the 
meridian of her power. He was overwhelmed by the marvels 
of science and technology; Britain became for him the 
model, its people an embodiment of all that was virtuous, 
and its government the altruistic benefactor of West African 
peoples.

j. A. B. Horton was undoubtedly a worthy leader of edu­
cated African elite thought, gifted with a clear and brilliant 
mind, demonstrated in bold relief in his major political treat­
ise, West African Countries and Peoples, first published in 
1868. Its combative diction and incautious optimism not­
withstanding, it is no accident that it takes the second place 
in the African Heritage Books, a series of reprints of notable 
works authored by Africans, largely in the nineteenth cen­
tury, sponsored by the Centre of African Studies at Edin­
burgh University. In several ways Edward Wilmot Blyden, 
whose Christianity, Islam and the Negro Race is the first in 
the series, was foremost. Indeed, Blyden is a colossus—the 
most prolific writer in West Africa between 1859 and 1912, 
with an audience astride the Atlantic; a persuasive phrase­
making orator; a missionary, diplomat, a civil servant, an 
educationist, a journalist, a classicist and, above all, one of 
the earliest exponents of the ideology of the African person­
ality.9

J. A. B. Horton wrote less than Blyden, but certainly more 
than any other contemporary in West Africa. Compared to 
Blyden his audience was narrow, confined as he was to the 
medical profession as a civil servant within the British army 
in West Africa; only in the very last years of his life, from 
1881 to 1883, after he had retired from the civil,service, did 
he begin to go into banking and mining enterprises. But it 
would be invidious to compare Blyden and Horton—or for 
that matter any two of the educated African celebrities of 
nineteenth century West Africa—in quantitative terms in 
respect to what they wrote, or their stature in the world in 
which they lived, or their audience in contemporary West 
Africa. More to the point, they were patriots who, though 
with diverse talents and resourcefulness, were consciously 
working toward the same goal—the emancipation of the
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African from the tyranny of obscurantist isolationism ann 
insularism. They were all prophets of African modern^/ 
tion. Each of the men whose works are reproduced in th 
African Heritage Books contributed his own quota to th 
achievement of this set of Africans, whose literary skilT 
ideological exposition, and vision of a modernized Africa ’ 
continent must give consolation and inspiration to their heir^ 
in ‘New Africa’ and the sober apostles of black studies

One major difference between Blyden and Horton, clearlv 
revealed in these reprints, must be underlined, however if 
only to warn readers that the nineteenth-century African 
educated elite and the blacks in the New World did not form 
a monolithic unity in their ideas and vision to the extent 
usually assumed by scholars of African-Negro relations. The 
thinking, the points of emphasis, and the visions entertained 
by Negroes in the New World, or with the New World back­
ground, were never identical with those of their African 
counterparts whose ideas and hopes were determined essen­
tially, quite often exclusively, by the African milieu and 
events on the African continent. Hence the provincialism of 
Horton’s West African Countries and Peoples. His message 
was inspired by love for West Africans and was intended for 
them and their British mentors alone; his ideals and his pro­
gramme were exlusively West African. Significantly, the 
Negroes of the New World were beyond the pale of his 
thought, in contrast to the less provincial and definitely more 
Pan-African and Pan-Negro book of Blyden, himself from 
the New World and a settler in Liberia. Time and again 
Blyden’s message was directed to an Afro-American audi­
ence. Sentiment-ridden or politically-conscious scholars who 
would wish to impose unity on the thoughts of Africans and 
those of the Negro leaders of thought in the New World in 
our generation should remember this essential difference.

Although.Horton posed throughout his life, as is only too 
clear from West A frican Countries and Peoples, as a defender 
of the African who had a distinct and legitimate biologica 
claim to equality with, and the respect of, the white man, is 
African is not an uncontaminated one, but transmogri e 
like himself, who dared not live in the authentic African 
milieu. The pure African did not have to search for his iden-

1 'i ’
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. it was already there, sphinx-like and venerated by him, 
U the research of such anthropologically-minded colonial 
^fleers as P. A. Talbot and C. K. Meek on Nigerians and R. 
S Rattray on the Ashanti reveals. In the traditional milieu 
the pure African lived, moved, and had his being; in his 
religion he found consolation and solace. His world was one 
which he understood and in which he found a place as a 
member of the community, a unit within the organic whole. 
The educational system, though non-literate, was absolutely 
satisfactory in terms of his aspirations. He was integrated in 
his society with his professional skill or the code of 
behaviour he was trained to observe, with the knowledge of, 
and respect for, the cultural heritage he had acquired, with 
his own wisdom and the joy of the community in which he 
participated. He did not want his society altered from with­
out in the way Horton desired. He welcomed neither the 
white man, whose ways of life he despised, nor the educated 
African elite like Horton, whom he regarded as de- 
Africanized and decivilized. In Abeokuta, the capital of the 
Egba branch of the Yoruba nation, the Saro were not 
regarded as pure Egba and were ultimately treated with con­
tempt; only fear of British intervention prevented their 
expulsion from Egbaland in 1891. The Ijebu refused to per­
mit any Ijebu exposed to the white man’s culture to settle in 
Ijebuland. The Edo of Benin and the Fon of Dahomey 
would not allow the detribalized elite to find a home in their 
territories.

This is not to say that the pure African was unyieldingly 
impervious to forces from without. Even before the advent 
of the white man, African communities borrowed or learned 
customs, habits, ideas, and institutions from one another, but 
only when these innovations had been clearly grasped and 
their value and relevance to the aspirations of society duly 
assessed. In such circumstances innovations were directed or 
controlled by leaders of society, rather than by the 
innovators. There were certainly elements of the white 
man s culture, notably technology and trade, which appealed 
!° leaders of West African society in the interior. As these 
orces did not come alone or gradually, however, and as their 

purveyors were whites or their minions who manifested
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supremacy, the pure'Afric'ans exclusive leadership and 
with the innovation. ? « Were not in the mood to toy

in,egri,y’

was de-Africanireri u-S de*ence and expostulation, then, 
ish milieu of the color^ in the borrowed Brit-
knew practically noth °^Ierra Leone. Like Horton, who 
claimed, he had los^f Jhe Igbo societY whose ,abel he 
could have monldpH k- T African cultural heritage which 
tions. In his quest for IS *h°ughts, mental world, and aspira- 
taken from the Rriti 1° *"awareness, he adopted an identity 
brought un even th S a^mosPhere in which he had been 
Britain. As’works on^k * !acked the substance of the real 
community have h" e nineteenth century Sierra Leone 
community was monstrated clearly, the essence of that 
Englishmen; as a matted'?ritish- The Creoles were not 
that several nineteenth °f faCt’ they were such bad coPies 
‘the curse of the * century observers described them as 
Prehended the white ma?’’ bHnd imitators who never com- 
time they had lost all T V’rtUeS’ even though at the same 
uncontaminated African reStraints and characteristics of the 

English norAfrican"^? S3W tbemse,ves as hybrids, neither 
certainly un-African ^7lng,an ldentity difficult to define and 
crnizine African ' Tbey l°°ked upon themselves as mod- 
concention the k’ aS tbe ciass that mattered; in their 
nent aPt hean H beSt interest* of the African conti- 
which Horton ence tbe unconcealed contempt and disdain 
the unconscious^11^011 -he pure un,ettered African; hence 
heritage Xhe confinem^ WhlCh dismissed the cultural 

Peoples bu^fro0t from IVesf African Countries and 
and consolation ? 3 tbat be wrote, Horton derived solace 
imperfectly ren the white man’s cultural heritage,10 so 
more than anvoth8611/6^ *n tbe Prov^nce freedom. Far 
^est Africa H eader thought in nineteenth century 
whhe man’s culture°nh^aS comPletely hypnotized by the 

' beiteving that it was entirely whole-
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some, innocent, and perfect. Neither Pa 
James Johnson, nor Bishop Samuei A* . 
contemporary worshippers of W.
allowed himself to be so irretr'
culture. As early as the h ex \articulate the cultural E^^

early seventies, V Nq 
West Africa that J
confounded but th^ C
upon his own idi^- 
had editorialized: x
ful for England’s 
Africa. We respe^^ 
and Buxton and 
Africans and hav^ * 
By the end of the 
West Africa had
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nary values, he was proudly convinced that the • 
had produced contemporary English society must h 
capable of producing similar communities in oth 6 
the world, particularly in West Africa. His pron 
on, and judgments of, African customs and institut-nCenients 
therefore, by no means based upon empirical dat°nSi^ere’ 
his denial of diplomatic activities or international 1 • ence
colonial African society; hence his unrestrained^ Pre' 
and lack of understanding of polygamy and ,an8Uage 
institutions which fulfilled definite purposes an^6^^ 
rationally meaningful in the context of the societv in 
they flourished. ly ln whlch

Although there is no space for a detailed refutation of h’ 
views on African customs and institutions, which he neveS 
attempted to study and understand, a consideration of his 
assumption that there were no constitutions or polities worth 
speaking of in pre-colonial African society, and that Afri­
cans had no idea of international law or diplomacy, is perti­
nent. Research on nineteenth century Africa has proved 
Horton’s assumption a monumental error and that the 
polities of the time were in fact similar to those of contem­
porary Europe. West Africans were political animals fiercely 
involved in power-politics, forming and forging states into 
kingdoms and empires; they nursed concepts of government 
which still await the attention of political scientists; they 
evolved administrative techniques and constitutions which 
did much credit to their inventive genius and which were 
undeniably suitable for the communities for which they were 
intended. Their cosmology, theology, and metaphysical con­
cepts were sophisticated to an astonishing degree, an 
theologians are only beginning to study them; their dip oma 
tic astuteness is only too evident from the ac^0?? t n 
nineteenth century travellers and explorers w ic , 
certainly did not read. West Africans fought am0^ their 
selves, not because they were brutal but because, 
European or American contemporaries, they c e 
ideals and aspirations that have always au?jjen jomi- 
patriotism, jingoism, independence, rejection ol mega­
nation, the desire to possess sources o , we .• on a 
lomania, the desire to rule or impose one s r
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Deople. Careful investigation shows that the politics of West 
African peoples in the nineteenth century had other charac­
teristics usually ascribed exclusively to so-called civilized 
communities—the quest for peace, and intrigues and ambi­
tion by individuals who emerged as heroes.

Horton’s ignorance of pre-colonial African polities is clear 
from his remarks in West African Countries and Peoples that 
Ashanti and Dahomey were unmitigated autocracies. No 
doubt he was merely reproducing the jaundiced remarks of 
ethnocentric casual visitors to West Africa since no such 
autocracy existed in nineteenth century West Africa.17 As 
various studies have shown, checks and balances were plenti­
ful and government was conciliar; constitutions were con­
stantly changing in response to changed or changing circum­
stances, such as the emergence of strong personalities, 
economic boom or recession, and the exigencies of war.

Horton’s picture of Dahomey under Gezo cannot be 
further from the truth. The democratic processes in the 
Dahomian constitution were clearly demonstrated to Euro­
pean visitors who witnessed the women’s army publicly dis­
cussing issues of war and peace at national festivals; each of 
the levels of the hierarchy of officials in the State had definite 
functions, the result of which was shared authority; the dis­
trict heads (caboceers) shared authority at local and provin­
cial levels.18 Moreover, the Gezo vilified by Horton human­
ized Dahomian laws in a manner reminiscent of Robert Peel 
and anticipatory of Lord Lugard. For instance, Gezo enacted 
a law that forbade the immolation of slaves or the imposition 
of capital punishment, reserving the final judgment on such 
matters to himself.19 Furthermore, pre-colonial constitu­
tional development in West Africa included laws and cus­
toms which no ruler, however powerful, could flout with 
impunity. African rulers were neither the source nor the 
means of execution of authority; they were no more than its 
symbol. Years before Horton wrote, an American mission­
ary in the interior of West Africa observed:

Neither the king nor any governor or chief in the country, is 
arbitrary or above law. The ruler can do nothing without the 
assent of his council, and the ruler and council together cannot
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Violate the ancient traditional i H'ST0RIcal sn, 
despotic acts may be witnessed “T of ,he cou„, t>1Es 
according to‘the Common law’X"'?’ ’hey a'"Si 
IS lost in the immeasurable depths Xm-d- 

The pretensions of his book's tit e “ 
was not familiar with West AfnV? °iWlthstan<lin(> h„ 
only; he did not venture beyond Famd knew the enS” 
land. He did not know, and could nm have Maca^ 

munities in the interior, the changes occurring7’the 
dynamics of its society. As a source book8 mre’and,l>e 
Countries and Peoples is therefore of very litX"' 
infinitely inferior to the accounts of such explorers as M and 
Park, Hugh Clapperton, T. E. Bowdich, Joseph Dup^P 
E. Forbes, Rene Caille, and Heinrich Barth. Horton’s 
information about indigenous politics is that spread by con­
temporary British officials and missionaries in whose interest 
it was to paint a very poor picture of the interior where they 
were regarded as uninvited intruders and harbingers of evil.

The Dahomian viewpoint, on the other hand, is entirely 
different from that presented by Horton and European writ- 
ers The Dahomians believed that they were the most civil­
ized people in the 
culture which, they said, ve(] that the hislory of the 
they were entitled. Th X whites performed pil-

... .......

Let ah eyes behold the
There are not tw .

One only. Gez • ms, 
A11 nationsjtave^he en|ightened

BUt A°s of Dahomey here;
Petiple from e°u^e and black. 
Behold! all nations, wn
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Send their ambassadors.21

None of the West African peoples appreciated the white 
man’s culture in the way Horton did, and here is the source 
of his prejudice. Most West African rulers saw the white 
man as an intruder who could only bring ruin upon the ter­
ritory, who had come to threaten their sovereignty and sup­
plant the cultural heritage of West Africa with his own. He 
was virtuous in no way. Once he had come to purchase 
slaves, telling the African that human beings were the most 
valuable article of trade, and paying for them in liquor, gun­
powder, tobacco, or glittering manufactured goods. Later he 
denounced the very trade he had once lauded. In several 
areas the white man was seen as a master of the art of luring 
away the coastal subjects of an African ruler, or of encourag­
ing hostility between the coast and the interior. To the 
mortification of the king of Dahomey, the British offered 
protection to his Badagry subjects and the French to his 
Porto Novo subjects, and were accepted. On the Gold Coast, 
the British continually reinforced the hostility of the Fanti 
toward the Ashanti, with Horton contributing his own 
efforts on behalf of the Fanti in the 1860s. It is not surpris­
ing, then, that several rulers—those vilified by European 
writers in the nineteenth century—preferred to confine their 
relations with whites to commercial dealings, and then only 
when the price did not include' self-dignity and indepen­
dence. Horton regarded Christianity as the basis of civiliza­
tion. To West African rulers it was not only irrelevant but 
fatal.

Horton, then, was not speaking for the majority of 
nineteenth century West Africa, and his aspirations and the 
changes delineated in West African Countries and Peoples 
were those of the elite enclaves. The reforms he advocated, 
and which he hoped to see implemented before the end of 
the nineteenth century, were products of his imagination. He 
advocated ‘compulsory education’ for the Igbo, for example, 
even though they were opposed to Western influence in their 
land in the nineteenth century. Horton did not know Igbo- 
land physically and the gap between his thoughts and vision 
f°r the territory was as wide as the imagination can suggest. 
AUS N
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All that Horton cherished—the dynamics of modernizaf 
and the white man’s culture—was anathema to the n 
colonial Igbo, who sealed themselves off completely frr.e 
Western influence. The pre-colonial Igbo world was one ' 
which each village enjoyed autonomy. Warfare raged end" 
lessly for what they considered noble causes. A man demon 
strated his courage and manhood by lopping off the head of 
an enemy and keeping it as a trophy. Every free man in the 
village participated actively in the assembly as the Greek in 
the polls. Society was divided into the free and the slave, and 
particular kinds of slaves, known as osu, were outcast and 
sacrified to the gods. Wrestling was a favourite sport. The 
most important divinity was the Long Juju at Aro Chukwu 
and a man not only married wife after wife, but his wives 
encouraged him to do so.22 When the white man first forced 
his way into Igboland, the Igbo believed that he was not a 
human being because his skin was white and that he had no 
toes!23 In 1905 the Owerri Igbo murdered a white man; they 
were displeased with his bicycle, which they regarded as 
desecrating their land, but they tied it to a tree, lest it went 
back to the British beyond the sea to report the fate of its 
rider.24

Horton’s recommendation that vaccines be used to com­
bat smallpox was ignored, particularly outside the Islamic 
zone. According to West African belief, smallpox was an 
affliction from the gods and its cure lay in contrition and 
penitence by the community and appeasement of the gods 
with sacrifice. Nineteenth-century West African peoples did 
not see themselves as meriting Horton’s commiseration and 
pity. Rather they had pity for him and those like him who 
had succumbed to the cultural, mental, and political imperi­
alism of the white man. They did not believe themselves 
backward; unaware of the triumphs of science and technol­
ogy in Europe and America, they had no sense of loss, and 
continued confident in their elementary technology. Cherish­
ing independence, they had no desire to be rich in the ma 
terial sense of Horton’s contemplation and hope. The two 
institutions most horrible to Horton, slavery and polyga^Y’ 
were for these peoples noble, meaningful, and conducive 
the well-being of society.

11J I
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perhaps the most telling evidence that Horton was not an 
authentic spokesman for the West African peoples is that 
even today, more than a hundred years since he penned his 
vision, his proposed reforms have yet to be fully 
implemented- He was not selective in his modernization vis­
ion. He would not first identify the best of Western culture 
for a marriage with the best in the traditional culture. His 
bias made Horton more platonic than the majority of his 
elite class as the century closed. By that time the resilience 
and legitimacy of Africa’s cultural heritage had begun to be 
perceived by a large number of the educated elite, who had 
also begun to articulate that Western culture was not totally 
free from vice and indeed had ingredients that could make 
the African worse than it found him. By the end of the 
century, selective modernization was all they requested. 
Indeed, in their critical response to Western culture, the 
traditional rulers who did not oppose Westernism per se 
were perhaps more far-sighted than Horton. In the belief 
that, apart from political sovereignty, their cultural heritage 
was threatened with potential effacement, African peoples 
resisted vigorously the forcible invasion of their territory. 
And when the colonial powers succeeded at last in dominat­
ing, colonial governments dared not discountenance the cul­
tural heritage, or trample the cultural prejudices and suscep­
tibilities of their colonial subjects.

Horton was a very wild dreamer indeed. So impractical 
was his hopefulness that he expected his reforms not only to 
be accepted, but that by the last decade of the nineteenth 
century independent African nations under the control of 
the educated elite would have been fully established. Even if 
the British had been as favourably disposed to West Africans 
as he affected to believe, even if the enormous cost of such a 
programme could have been met by the British, and even if 
the unlettered masses had opted for it, Horton’s dream was 
impossible.

In the light of the serious limitation of his book as source 
material for West African history, does West African Coun­
ties and Peoples have significance at all? Put in its proper 
context, this book is of great value in its revelation of Hor- 
ton s attributes and position. Irrelevant and unrelated to the
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aspirations of West Africans in the ninety .u IEs
book was, it delineated a nronr»mm. th century a<ir­relevant to all of Africa in subsequent genwaf “ '° bec°m'e 
sense, Horton was a prophet who discerned t?%Thus-a 
were to determine the future of Afric" Fore 
insignificant as the educated elite were in th ’ ™ and 
century, the future belonged more to them than ,„Tteen,h 
tered majority. The forces of the future were Chris,-' U"let’ 
the wake of which was literary education, a white con^'e 
of government the civil service, cash economy banks 
motorable roads, and so on—forces bound to shatter th 
splendid isolation policy of pre-colonial African society and 
integrate the continent with the rest of the world. The colo­
nial powers were destined to introduce and encourage these 
dynamics of political, social, and economic changes in the 
colonial era; the educated elite, whose numbers increased 
with the colonial era, not only appreciated them in full, but 
hoped to implement them throughout the continent.

Ideologically, then, and in terms of aspiration, Horton’s 
mantle devolved on the colonial elite. And much as the col­
onial masters feared the rivalry of educated Africans he 
Ht er were used as hands, although not as heads, of he 
latter were useo began to acquire the
administration. It was tne ein 6 wi(h which the
attributes the whites poS^e^i ,'ltion when the colonial era 
Europeans justifiedtheir <d the educated Africans,
set in, the way was made. majority, that the
and it was to them, no f the reins of P0*^-™ 
colonial officials had to tran way assured« th

destiny cc the
millions, of Hort°"S'also significant in its aSf intense anti-

challenge thrown
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de and T. J. Hutchinson, whose subjective racist views 
re proclaimed in pseudo-scientific terms. Horton’s knowl-

of science enabled him to demonstrate with empirical 
d ta the scientific inadmissibility of the criteria applied by 
the pseudo-anthropologists for the classification of the 
races criteria which have since been absolutely discredited. 
The book contrasts with detailed illustration of the data he 
collected in West Africa the unscientific pronouncements of 
the Burtons and Hunts.

But Horton was not satisfied with appealing to science 
alone. Like Edward Blyden, though much less forcefully, he 
argued that the resilience of Africans had been demon­
strated by the centuries of the trans-Atlantic slave trade 
which had not exterminated the race. He declared that the 
sufferings they endured and survived as slaves would have 
crushed other races. Like James Johnson, though again 
much less vehemently than the fiery ecclesiastic, Horton con­
tended that there was no greater evidence of the inherent 
ability of Africans to master the techniques of advanced 
development than the achievements recorded by philan­
thropic agencies in West Africa within two generations. 
Given the fact that history and geography had been adverse 
to the Negroes of West Africa, he argued, it was something 
of a miracle that missionaries, teachers, businessmen, legis­
lators, civil servants, and intellectuals had been produced 
within so short a time; few peoples of the world similarly 
circumstanced, he contended with pride, would have been 
able to respond to civilizing influences as the Africans had 
done. Even Britain took a long time to record such success.25 
What had taken West Africans decades to achieve would 
have taken other peoples, including the white, hundreds of 
years.

The value of Horton’s refutation of the biological inequal­
ity theory should not be minimized. Although the necessity 
tor defending the African against racial prejudices existed in 
the colonial era, it is remarkable that more African intellec­
tuals did not continue the battle on the literary and academic 
P anes. The educated elite—or rather, those of them who 
spearheaded the agitation for independence from colonial 
ru e seemed to have accepted in silence the racial supre-
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he envisaged, force the illiterate interim v 
then hand over power to the educaX v h
was writing, the areas held bv th M thvery small; they included the Eu 
Coast, Sierra Leone, Barth, vHe wanted the white man, TSt the (XT^ 
nated, with the final WitfiX pTes^fieo X
Gambia. The result X X X
African nations. Hort„ a , ^k^, ^Vw \\^_

natural to him, he ? X Vh! \\
nent, and he alone^S XXXX\vv

Even before the vX vX
educated Africans M YxV h a\ Xx
doing so, they We^r^l
hand, they were c « s y. V >\V?\ <xy \
whom they shares k V>\

traditionalist W \\W
held at the exp^i^ A\ ^x\X
peans were affe^^ \ \\
expected to derivkt^>V\AVV vk ' 
West Africa. Onc> ? v\ Vk
ish ideas on edn XAX XX/X^
ciety, and life, V\ V \ \\\ \X^

Although evcr^ V \\%\A \x\
prepare a modern k V k V \ WX
tation that it wQ x\A \ X^XX 
century was impr.V X \a\ \\\ \\\ 
was very small iXVvY^V i\ Vv\\ \X\ 
begun to undeLM A \ \XvW\ vXXk
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Surely the legislative councils which existed in i ’ epnf. 
century West Africa, in rather rudimentary form h 
confined to the coastal areas, were far distant from 
House of Commons or the Houses of Assembly which w 
to be established in the territory in the 1950s. In spite of 
spread of British ideas into the interior and of the very 1 
number of literates in West African society, the Westmins^6 
model has remained an unattainable objective and has fail 
in post-independence Africa. But Horton had faith in Park 
ament and the ballot box, and expected the West African 
nations to be led by their real rulers, the educated elite °

Horton was apparently aware that independent West 
African nations led by the elite would still have need of 
British help. He insisted time and again that the British 
should not withdraw from the territory completely; they 
should be prepared to use force in the interior, and continue 
to serve in West Africa in a supervisory capacity. But like his 
doctrine of biological equality, ignored in the scramble era 
and throughout the colonial period, Horton’s advocacy of 
independence for West Africa was never seriously sustained 
by the British. The British, particularly those in West Africa, 
did not see themselves in the role Horton had designed for 
them, and the climate notwithstanding, were not prepared to 
withdraw from the seat of power. People like Henry Venn 
were lonely voices crying in the wilderness. The medical 
officers, artisans, missionaries, traders, and government offi­
cials saw themselves as torchbearers of the British empire, 
particularly when keen competition arose with the French 
and Germans. The missionaries saw their work in the territ­
ory as extensive, taking an indefinite length of time; as long 
as they were there they must remain rulers. Traders 
expected business to flourish to England’s benefit, and Brit­
ish officials were not ready to give up their power to the elite.

In spite of Horton’s awareness of British opposition to his 
hopes for independence, in 1868 his writing still confident y 
expected the British government to disregard its own inter 
est. He was also optimistic about the outcome of a resolution 
by a Parliamentary committee that the British should wit 
draw from West Africa with the possible exception of ierr 
Leone. He misunderstood both the context of the reso u io
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a the realities of the British position in West Africa,
I ties of which he was himself a victim. By the time he 

re^lished West African Countries and Peoples, events on the 
Pu . . coast, where he invested much effort on behalf of the 
c ti should have shocked him out of his illusions. Moves 
foTunity and independence by Aggrey and the Fanti along 
the lines suggested by Horton had been discouraged by the 
British.26 In Lagos, Governor Glover’s mood inclined not 
toward withdrawal but toward expansion, as a result of 
which missionaries were expelled by the Egba, an event 
which Horton did not understand and on which he passed 
subjective judgment. It was only after 1868 that Horton was 
to see more clearly the collapse of his vision.

Horton’s dream of modernization was not confined to the 
realm of ideology. He was one of the earliest apostles of 
Western education in West Africa. It was logical that in this 
matter the ideas and thinking of educated Africans differed 
essentially in several directions from those of their white 
members and from the ideas and thinking of educationists in 
contemporary Europe. It is a crucial point which is yet to be 
given its place in West African historiography.

Africanus Horton was a credit to Western-style education. 
His intellect was refined in such a way that he was reckoned 
with in all the enclaves where he worked as a military 
surgeon. Erudite and articulate, he used his intellect to pre­
sent the vision of the educated elite in West Africa to the 
British audience. His clearheadedness, his gift as a writer, 
and his optimism about the emergence of a modernized 
West Africa, are abundantly exemplified in his publications. 
It is singularly remarkable that of the prominent nineteenth 
century thinkers of Western education in West Africa, Hor­
ton was the only one who was neither a teacher, nor a 
policy-maker in the matter of Western education. For 
instance Bishop James Johnson and Edward Wilmot Blyden, 

is two foremost African contemporary apostles of literary 
e ucation, were both teachers and missionaries, whilst 
deen[y ,^awlins°n Carr, who emerged shortly after Horton’s 
eat m 1883, was to be both a teacher and a shaper of 

in UpatlOn PolicY in Nigeria. The essence of the matter is that
°rton s view Western-style education was the most
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important gift that could, and should be Ha 
Africa and the Africans. It was the only inst ° 
could herald ‘a glorious future’ for the
Africa. Hence the ample space he devoted to th West 
education in his writings; hence his incessant SUb.ject of 
British Government that every effort should^ Wlth the 
drench West Africa with literary education For h to 
African who mattered, and should be deemed tn onlV 
the literate African. It was only he who could ? Jter’ Was 
imbibe and seek to apply ideas and reforms wh?ch*°U'?: 
transform West Africa into a modern territory with n 'Jd 
able to stand at the same social, intellectual, and econo’ 
levels as the progressive peoples in the world In oth1C 
words, Horton was saying, educate the African in the WesT 
ern sense and you have the key to the prosperity and 
progress of the continent. Through Western education, too 
Africans would be in a position to demonstrate their biologi­
cal equality with other races. As be opined:

the improvement of the West Coast if Africa . . . can never be 
properly accomplished except by the educated native portion of 
the community, . . . the more the educated portion of the 
inhabitants is increased the more will the rise of the other por­
tion be made evident and the more so will impartial judges be 
able to prove the capabilities of the African.27

Horton was saying that Western-style education was the 
cause, and all other dynamics of change such as economics, 
politics, religion, and culture, were effects; that if you would 
only seek first the kingdom of Western education all other 
things would be added unto you. . o„„n-

Indeed so much was the subject in his mind that he 
dated principles of education of eternal value, some of h 
so highly idealistic that even today, more than a centuryM^ 

they were first pronounced, they are ye 110 train
Prolific in suggestions, Horton wanted g^Xf all West 
teachers in very large numbers to meet th . to the
Africa; teachers were to be so highly remunera 
point that the principal of a secondary sc , Coast, 
which he urged the British to estabhs on ^ca] officer; 
should receive a salary as high as that o
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the British shouldoYthl XChteBnOedc0m- 

to^Xs« 
should be set “Pwant to confine my observations. For Hor 
philosop y vigorous advocate of the concept that 
lon ^.cation was ipso facto one of the duties of the 
s'X’a burden that should not be pushed on to the shoulders 
Of non-government agencies. Obviously for the age in which 
this principle was announced it was a remarkable statement. 
These were the years when, in England, education was 
regarded as a privilege exlusively available to the rich and 
the aristocracy, when it was believed that literary education 
was a private enterprise and not the business of the State, 
when private agencies, particularly religious bodies, were the 
proprietors of educational institutions, and when the Foster 
Education Act of 1870 was not yet on the horizon.

In West Africa Horton and, later, others were saying that 
education was not a privilege but a necessity; every citizen 
shoud be made literate even against his own will, as he 
might not know his own interest; and the Church and other 
Z^XJ^^Xthe bC SadAd Whh a -pontibili yr 
expected to' d^^S iT^ 

remarked, the resources of Christian ’■ aS Horton truly 
and intended for other ends On the Were *imited 
-eC ^^^her, d-ivingd;normoeus 

— be 

-minatomrroefdthfr°? the 
tln>e he wrote-^n °f kn°wledge in th 7 ‘he real dis‘ 
iWemented and wanted was that Ttory at the 
egal bearers of th,, they should not h their efforts be 

" °ry. And it m‘he, burden of Western ' ? regarded as the

mple results had bee' Were
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or Horton, however, . ample as

induction of every African FntoUteraX H^aimed«-X 
literary education was a prescriptive righ^oVth^ ‘W 
him far ahead of his time. Few edueati™.. • ltlz™sav, 
century West Africa went as far as articulaX ntn“'eteenth 
education should be made compulsory, as Honon^V 
children from the age of seven to fourteen even in so b v 
ward a place as the Gambia.28 Indeed in the colonial erafet 
educationists desired and demanded compulsory education 
for the territory. And in this post-independence generation 
they are not many who favour the idea as a practical or wise 
proposition. Horton’s hope and expectation, that every Afri­
can should be literate, derived from his view that only the 
literate in the Western sense would constitute an asset to a 
lue , i Africa Nevertheless, the idea of everymodernized West Africa. N abandoned. although
African being lltera atter for a very remote future.its implementation «s a matter of educato

Mor did Horton a J h century missionaries m
Unlike the majority of "wason the three R’sforP“rel 
West Africa whosewempha(he test for the 
religious ends, ntly the virtues P r , m
end he preached t there were no g Grammar School

caU“ .mrf"u«ck

darv scho°* ntore fituti°n ♦ Africa , ;n lit£rar?

Horton did s an P eC0„c nt ot
J® “'“Snri" '
,„rai h« ««
of West a
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t tution at Gloucester, his birthplace, ‘where paid carpen- 
inS 1 masons, blacksmiths, wheelwrights, etc., are to be con- 
terS’ally kept at work’.30 The agriculture of West Africa, he 
UI-d should be completely revolutionized to the point of 
S3aking farmers knowledgeable in soil chemistry. There were 
^emerge eventually cash crop growers, growing for export 
otton palm oil, beniseed, tobacco, cloves, chicory, tea and 

coffee’ many of which, he was convinced, could push the 
roducts of other countries out of the world market. For 

instance indigo: ‘I am certain that Africa will be able, if only 
proper means be adopted, to supply all England with indigo, 
as well as with tea, with greater ease and far cheaper than 
she can be supplied from the East Indies and from China.’31

For Horton only the best was good enough for Africa. 
And to his eternal credit he was the first African to demand a 
university institution for West Africa. In an address to an 
Afrophile philanthropic organization in Britain, the African 
Aid Society, in 1866 he declared:

We want a university for Western Africa, and the Church 
Missionary Society has long ago taken the initiative and built an 
expensive college which should now be made the focus of learn­
ing for all Western Africa ... Fourah Bay College should 
henceforth be made the University of Western Africa, under 
the auspices of the local Government.32

Horton’s vision of a university institution for West Africa 
cannot be surprising. Research-minded as he was, and given 
the conviction he had that research relevant to African 
interest was to be found in the territory, it was only natural 
that he should desire to see research institutions located in 
the territory. One such institution was a medical school, a 
Government medical school’ as he called it, which he had 

asked for in 1861. Here medical students would ‘have in 
Africa preliminary education in some if not all the branches 
of medical science’. And it is significant that, in accordance 
with his belief that Africans were best to identify the cur­
riculum and research themes relevant to their continent, 

orton pleaded that the medical school should be headed by 
ncans, those already trained being ‘perfectly competent to 

eeP such establishment and to bring up young Africans in
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every branch of the medical profession1.33 It was Unf 
that in the early seventies, when his idea of a Univ te 
institution for West Africa was being discussed in deta’?1? 
Edward Blyden and James Johnson, Horton was in th c 
Coast and already condemned to silence because he w 
civil servant who was not expected to participate in n tV 
discussion, after he had offended the colonial governs 
with his good wishes for the Fanti Confederation, a mg1 
ment which the colonial government killed. ’ Ve'

Nevertheless Horton’s vision for West Africa in the matt 
of higher education remains unique in two ways. First as 
examination of the subjects he wished taught shows,34 he was 
in favour of a university institution geared to the economic 
aspiration of the territory. The physical and natural sciences 
outweighed other disciplines, in the hope that the sylvan and 
other resources of the territory would be developed by the 
products of such a technology and scientifically-based uni­
versity. Mineralogy, physiology, botany, and chemistry were 
to produce African technocrats and scientists—the only class 
of people upon whom the economic and technological 
development of the continent must depend; Europeans were 
not to be depended upon for such development. As he 
recorded, ‘it is not by the Europeans that we must expect to 
have them [the scientific resources of the coast | developed 
but by the African who is educated in the various branches 
of science’.35 No one more than Horton preached the virtues 
of science and technology and the applicability of these 
disciplines to the development of West Africa. And it may 
be added that, howbeit in an amateurish way, he attempted 
to locate the sylvan resources of West Africa as well as cash 
crops that could become means of prosperity for the terri­
tory.36

His advocacy of the best of education at all levels for 
Africans apart, Horton’s philosophy of education was 
unique in the sense that he did not emphasize religion as 
such in the curricula of the schools. In the nineteenth century 
all missionaries and their African wards saw educationa 
institutions as primarily producers of Christians and P10^ 
people. And whilst such African educationists as 
Johnson, Edward Blyden, and Dr Mojola Agbebi deman
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that would satisfy the social, economic, and polit- 
disciplin^ations of Africans at the highest possible levels, 
ical aspl faiied to emphasize in categorical terms that 
they ^t is Christianity—should be given primary 
rellglfon in the school curriculum. Of course James John- 
atteIEdward Blyden, and Dr Agbebi were missionaries, but 
n°Henry Rawlinson Carr, a civil servant like Horton, gave 
Rligious Instruction such prominence as may astound us 

d v Moreover, no colonial administrator in the century 
dared to challenge the prominence of Religious Instruction 
in West African schools in the nineteenth century. Horton 
was therefore alone in his eloquent silence on the place of 
religion—Christianity—in the Western educational system. 
In his prescribed curricula for primary and secondary 
schools, Horton did not regard religion as a ‘principal’ sub­
ject worth mentioning. At the primary school, he wrote, ‘the 
principal studies taught should be English grammar, arith­
metic, reading, spelling, geography, writing and dictation’; in 
the secondary grammar school: ‘besides grammar and geog­
raphy, the rudiments of Latin and Greek, Euclid, geometry, 
botany, mineralogy and music’.37

Not that Horton was an enemy of Christianity, or that he 
was opposed to the teaching of the Christian religion in 
schools. Indeed he was a Christian, though not a blatantly 
zealous and pious one; he had the highest praise for Christ­
ian missions, lauded their educational efforts, and pro­
nounced the view that Christianity was the foundation of 
true civilization. His secular outlook was quite logical in view 
of his conviction that the State, rather than the Church, 
should be the educator. Thus his curriculum for Fourah 
Bay ‘A systematic course of instruction should be given to 
t e students in every branch—in Humanity, Belles-Lettres, 

o itical Economy, etc.—by lectures; which plan I consider 
is e best mode of conveying literary and scientific instruc- 
lon, and thus impart good moral principles in the minds of 

the f °U •S unc^er education.’ He had no thought, then, for 
Principle1’5^^ Va^Ue rehgi°n as the vehicle of‘good moral 

him °h °n S rat^er secular attitude to education definitely put 
a ead °f his time. He was concerned primarily with the
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quality of the African here on earth rather than with wh 
mind should be in preparation for the world hereaft 1 his 
the colonial era came and progressed Horton’s As 
approach began to triumph, and has triumphed even meCUlar 
post-colonial Africa. The philosophy of schools ex??1" 
primarily or even secondarily as disseminators of Christ'118 
ity has been discountenanced in independent Africa bv Sf30" 
legislation, even when such schools are under the propri t 
ship of Christian missions. p e or~

Important as Horton’s philosophy of education is for us ' 
should be remarked that it harboured one major defect’ U 
defect which arose from his own personality. For Horton w & 
undoubtedly the most thoroughly culturally-conquered of 
the leading African educationists of nineteenth-century 
West Africa. He held the view that Africans had no culture 
whatsoever and that education was completely absent from 
pre-colonial African society. Completely hypnotized by the 
white man’s culture—which he believed was entirely whole­
some, innocent, and perfect—he allowed himself to be so 
irretrievably enchanted by Western culture that he had no 
eyes to see the merits of Africa’s cultural heritage. For Hor­
ton, West Africa was in cultural affairs a tabula rasa.

A man who was so monumentally ignorant about Africa’s 
cultural heritage could not have had perception of the non- 
literary but virile, effective, comprehensive, rational, and 
wholly salutary education system in the pre-colonial African 
world. The existence of such a system was completely 
beyond his imagination and he would have doubted the san­
ity of any person who dared to suggest its existence, legiti­
macy, and merits over the Western pattern of education on 
behalf of which he was spilling so much ink. Horton was not 
the educationist to prescribe syllabuses on African history, 
African sociology, African religion, African government, 
African law, African international relations, African 
musicology and so on. For him the humanities and socia 
sciences which could examine the African in relation to t e 
traditional environment would be a colossal waste of e or • 
There was no question of Horton regarding uncontaminate 
Africans as having thought patterns, social organization, 
political systems, patterns of human relations, and emotio
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chological responses to their environment worth 
and N Hence the fact that the curriculum he would design 
studAfrfcans concerned the non-human elements—the syl- 
for H mineral resources, and the African’s anatomy and van ano h
Nevertheless, the major defect in Horton’s educational

i hts notwithstanding, his philosophy of education was 
1 • ue for his age and is relevant to our educational aspira- 
r111^ today. First, he perceived the strategically elemental 
•1OpOrtance of education in the transformation of Africa into 
'modern continent and pronounced the fundamentally 
significant view that it is the obligation of the State to educate 
its citizens. Second, he saw the power and relevance of sci­
ence to the aspirations of African peoples and urged its 
inclusion and emphasis in school curricula. Third, he per­
ceived that religion—Christianity—should not be accorded 
the all-important place which the pioneers of Western edu­
cation, out of excellent intentions but to the detriment of the 
other religions—Islam and African Traditional Religion— 
insisted on giving it. This last point calls for a remark or two. 
There is a sense in which religion in its extreme dogmatic 
form could have a Procrustean effect on a people, preventing 
them from giving maximum attention to material develop­
ment and the technological improvement of a society. Hence 
the fact that all progressive and advanced peoples of the 
world have relegated religion to the background in their 
march towards modernization; hence the triumph of the 
State over the Church in practically all the countries of the 
world.

One characteristic of Horton’s which is boldly imprinted 
on his publications is his Pan-African attitude. Though by 

irth an Igbo and by culture a Westernized African, he saw 
jmsdf as a spokesman for all Africans in matters he con­

sidered intrinsically of African interest. For him there was no 
oN Sti10ni°f 10yalty first t0 his tribe’ next t0 his country. and 
alth' *° h*S continent. Rather, the continent came first. 
Wes^Af • S *deas anb exPeriences were determined by the 
his r> rf-ncan ^nation he knew. In practical terms, he spent 
prop° 11Cal energy on °f the Fanti and he considered 
ahs- grarnmes to facilitate developments in the various ethnic
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groups he knew. Moreover, his institutions—the universit 
the medical school, and the teacher training college— 
intended to serve the entire territory of West Africa.

One should not underestimate the remarkableness of Hor­
ton’s cosmopolitanism and West Africanness. Shared by the 
elite leadership in the nineteenth century, and less fervently 
in the early decades of this century, these attributes began to 
be lost in the era between the wars. Nationalism completely 
< hcnrbed the attention of colonial era elite leadership until 
Tu attainment of independence. Once it was achieved, West 
the attainm became particularistic and provincial in
African states . R thfy dismantled the institutions for 
outlook. And pan’_West African level which the colo-

set UP-
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Son’s son shall sing thy Praise 
Great Blyden thou sable champion of a sable

Edward Wilmot Blyden, 1832-1912: 
the Myth and the Man

It is in the logic of things that Edward Wilmot Blyden has 
enjoyed hero status in the hancis of historians of the 
nineteenth century African educated elite.1 In erudition, in 
literary output, in the defence of the Negro race against 
jaundiced white disparagers, and in oratorical powers, he 
had no compeer. A distinct diadem in the Pan-Negro literary 
crown, he excelled his contemporaries with his international 
stature that extended across the Atlantic to the New World. 
His versatility was uncommon, having been at different 
times an educator, a scholar, a civil servant, a journalist, a 
missionary, and a diplomat. Above all. from the age of nine­
teen, when he first set his foot on African soil, until his death 
at the ripe age of eighty, Blyden was a truly sincere, dedi­
cated, kpan-Negro patriot’, imbued all the time with a sense 
of service to his race. And so much was his spell on his 
contemporaries in West Africa that ditties were composed 
about him, one as early as 1890 as follows:

Africa’s destiny lay hid in night.
God said let BLYDEN be, and all was light.

Edward Wilmot Blyden was a West Indian by birth, born on 
the Dutch island of St Thomas on 8 August 1832. *s 
parentage is not clear, some claiming he was of Igb° st?c ’ 
himself claiming that his parents were Hausa.3 Apprentic^ 
for tailoring, he was sent to school through the kindness o

196
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MethodiSt missionary. Again through the philanthropy of a 
missionary, he was taken to the United States in 1849 for 
secondary education, in preparation for work in Africa. Due 
to the racial discrimination in the United States he found no 
admission to any suitable institution of learning there and 
became a ward of the Foreign Board of the Presbyterian 
Church which was about to establish a High School in 
Liberia. The sting of that discrimination, which in subse­
quent years was to be repeated in the United States and on 
the Mediterranean Sea, had an early and permanent 
influence on his thinking and writings. First, it bred in him 
the conviction that so long as they remained in the New 
World, the Negroes in the United States would ever remain 
cultural and mental slaves, unable to assert racial identity 
and independence, and that their salvation lay in returning 
to Africa. Like a captive released from bondage to freedom, 
he arrived in Monrovia, capital of four-year old independent 
Liberia, on 26 January 1851 in an ecstatic mood. Already 
revelling in romantic beliefs about the African past, through 
the classical literature in which he was already substantially 
well read, he burst out in his very first letter: ‘You can easily 
imagine the delight with which I gazed upon the land of 
Cyprian and Tertullian, ancient fathers in the Christian 
Church; of Hannibal and Henry Diaz, renowned generals; 
yes, and the land of my forefathers’ ,4

This romanticizing of African achievements in Hellenistic 
and Roman Mediterranean Africa from very early days was 
to become part and parcel of the essential Blyden for the rest 
of his life. It served as a psychological boost to him, assuring 
him and others like James Johnson and James Africanus 
Horton that the African was not a whit biologically inferior 
to any other human being. It also served as a protective 
mechanism for him in a situation overwhelmingly against his 
race, an attempt to find an assurance in the past. It provided 
him with an authentic arsenal for refutation of unscientific 
and doctrinaire pontifications about Negroes by such 
nineteenth-century racist bigots and negrophobes as R. F. 
Burton, Dr James Hunt, T. J. Hutchinson, and other found- 
ers of the Anthropological Society of London.5 African 
contributions to ‘civilization’ in the past, he contended
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throughout his life, were far more enduring and more in • 
ing than the contemporary industrial and technolo^' 
triumphs of the white man. The white man’s ‘civilizap CaJ 
was exploitative and selfish, he averred. Literally 
whelmed by the marvels of the pyramids in Egypt in\eJ' 
course of his visit to the Middle East in 1866* which h 
attributed to the ‘blameless Ethiopians’, ‘that branch of th 
descendants of Noah, the enterprising sons of Noah fro 
whom I descended’, he saw Negroes as having sent ‘civilis™ 
tion into Greece—the teachers of the fathers of poetry his' 
tory and mathematics—Homer, Herodotus, and Jupiter’® 
He declared:

In view of these immense structures. ... What are Atlantic 
telegraphs to these incomprehensible and time-defying 
edifices,.... What is modern civilization, with all its activities 
and agencies? What is it, after all, but an extensive system of 
bargain and barter.... The pyramids saw the commencement 
of all the civilizations which have passed over the world since 
the Flood.7

But not only did Blyden live mentally in a world of 
sentimentality about the achievements of Negroes in the 
past, he also throve in a world of illusion and absurd dreams 
in his expection of a millennium in which Africans would be 
in the ascendant. He became a veritable dreamer of the 
Ethiopian utopia by a thoroughly sentimental and subjective 
interpretation of the Bible. In the Bible and classical litera­
ture, he indulged his belief, the Ethiopians were Africans 
and Ethiopia was Africa. He affected to believe that ‘the 
basis of the civilization and literature’ of modern times was 
Ethiopia.8 The Biblical verse of Ethiopia stretching forth her 
hands unto God was a prophecy that would be literally 
fulfilled in the sense that Christianity would become the 
religion of the peoples of the continent and Africa would, by 
divine will, be ushered into an era of unprecedented glory. It 
would occur ‘suddenly'. As early as 1861 he had declared.

A day of life and joy is rapidly drawing upon Africa, and there is 
a strong probability that he whose right it is to reign will su 
denly come and take possession of that land. It need not imp 
any pretension to prophetic insight for us to declare that we iv
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the shadows of remarkable events in the history of Africa, 
10 1 ts whose consequences will be of transcendental import- 
eVel1 and unending interest, not only to that down-trodden land, 
buUo the whole human race?

pi d he the eyes to see, Blyden ought to have perceived that,
• his romanticization of the African past and his utopian 
dream he was merely wasting words and overindulging sheer 
°ishfui thinking. The cultural pattern he wished to see estab- 
lished was not the indigenous one but the hybrid amalgam 
which Negroes in the United States had borrowed from the 
white man. The components of this ‘civilization’ were 
c|ear literacy, Christianity, and modernization. These were 
for him the assets which both the Afro-Americans and edu­
cated Africans were to employ in the upliftment of their 
race. It is significant to note that he never saw the cultures of 
the myriads of African polities as ‘civilizations’ upon which 
the development of Africa should be based. Then the 
imperialist threat to African States never showed that a 
utopia was remotely on the horizon—even the Liberia he 
was in was a victim of imperial competition, hardly able to 
stand up to both the British and French in matters of inter­
national boundaries. He was to live to see the white man 
totally entrench his hold on Africa. His utopian dream 
receded surely and systematically with the colonial hold 
upon Africa. Little wonder that in the latter part of his life he 
stopped alluding to his millennium.

In philosophical terms Blyden was intensely proud of his 
colour and race. His pride carried with him an intellectual 
conviction. A firm believer that the races of the world had 
talents variously distributed to them by Providence for the 
mutual advantage of mankind, Blyden asserted time and 
agam that there should be no racial cross-carpeting such as 
was being contemplated by many of his fellowmen. The 
w ite man, for instance, he said, with his ‘harsh and stern
• fe th aS- 1!}tended by God to be the conqueror, the imperial- 
Inth 6 lndustrialist’ the moneymaker, and the materialist.10 
role 6tProcess the white man fulfilling himself in these 
hiirK if 6 ^r'can should not stop him but gladly surrender 
Acce^ tO §overned and exploited by the white man.

P ance of the colonial situation as a natural event in the
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scheme of things implied, and explains, Blyden’s 
silence on the colonial economic exploitation f 
Unlike James Johnson and Africanus Horton both r 
regarded African independence as the lodestar r 
ignored the issue of self-government entirely R 1 J 
urged Africans to accept the white man’s conoueA. 
as ‘an act ordained of God’.11 For Blyden devotion 
cans to material things would be an irrelevant and u °* 
diversion from their natural course—pursuit of the01131^1 
values of religion and literature. Africans would beAdfill"31 
their economic role by confining themselves to prod •n§ 
raw materials in exchange for manufactured goods fro Ah8 
white nations. Spolation of the natural world should be 1 ft 
to the white man, the city-man and the city-maker the 
breeder of sins. By the time the white man had fulfilled his 
secular and mundane roles, he would automatically cease to 
be a spiritual being.12

The African, ‘the feminine’, was a contrast to the white 
man. His role was primarily religious. In this regard he was 
meek and closer to the world of nature, 'in the solitudes of 
the African forests’.13 Blyden also believed that the Africans 
shared the spiritual gifts with the Jews, and that the African 
was also endowed with gifts in literature, through which he 
would be able to have a greater perspective of God than the 
members of any other race. To this end he was to be basic­
ally agrarian, ‘speaking to the soil’. He was the rural man, 
the countryside being the creation of God as opposed to the 
cities created by man. Prophets arose from rural areas—the 
Bethlehems and Nazareths. The African continent was to be 
punctuated by villages, and he affected to believe that towns 
would never arise on the continent. Ultimately the African 
was to show the white man the path to religiosity, for Re ig 
ion originated in Africa'.14 f

In Blyden’s belief, a world of harmony would resu t tro 
each race recognizing and accepting its role. The rs a , 
this respect, was racial purity. No matter where t ey » 
Negroes should pursue the policy of cultural ^Xring 
pride rather than thirst after European culture. 
after the white man’s culture was the crudest non^ edu- 
eating the abysmal ignorance and mental slavery
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, jjte ‘Any African who does not contend for the pur- 
c*te integrity of his race is not worthy of a place in the 
ity r of humanity’, he asserted.15 In the borrowed cultural 
ran sohere of the white man in which they were thinking 
atldHving, he pontificated, they were misfits and out of their 
an t. t’hey could never be, nor was it in their interest to 
e e. to be, Europeans. To have contempt for their culture 
Se d race, as most of the educated elite of his day were doing, 
he stressed, was the sure way to racial extinction, a denial for 
Africa of a legitimate identity, separateness, self-pride, and 
independence.

Negroes, Blyden pressed the point home further, must not 
seek miscegenation, another sure way to extinction. Mis­
cegenation would degrade them from the pedestal of human­
ity to that of ‘mongrels’ who, by the inexorable law of Provi­
dence, would cease to exist, like ‘flies of latter spring’ which 
‘must lay their eggs and sting and sing and weave their pretty 
cells and die’.16 Blyden’s personal experiences reinforced his 
doctrine of racial purity—first, his unsuccessful marriage 
with a ‘mongrel’ who constituted a thorn in his side—‘a 
home without love’;17 second, all his political enemies in 
Liberia, who gave him plenty of trouble and who were in 
power throughout his life, were ‘mongrels’.

‘The African is an African, and the European is a Euro­
pean and will remain so for ever and ever’, he averred, ‘and 
it is certainly well for the harmony, the peace, and the 
progress of the world that this is so.’ On the platform of 
racial purity, he contended, the Negroes in the United States 
and in South Africa were not, and should not, be hankering 
after political equality with the white; segregation was part 
of the divine order.18

Racial purity was the linchpin of Blyden’s divine order 
octrine, the white fulfilling their roles of masters, rulers, 

moneymakers, scientists, and technologists and Africans 
u filling theirs of the meek farmers and religionists, ‘sent 
°rth to minister, to serve’. Racial purity would result in 

m er-racial harmony on the platform of equality. The gifts 
i ere mutually complementary, the resultant harmony yield-

g no room for racial superiority. The races would not see 
emselves respectively in the spectacles of‘the gifted’ and
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Blyden, then, was a pacifist who never questioned the blat­
ant inequality, the master-servant relationship, imposed bv 
the colonial situation. So much did he feel that Africans were 
making a terrible departure from their racial assignments 
that he trembled at African criticism of the colonial govern­
ment of Sierra Leone in the last days in his life.21 For him 
there was no question of his thinking of self-rule in colonial 
Africa, nor its exploitative aspects.

Blyden’s inter-racial harmony theory was in conflict with a 
conviction earlier in his life that Liberia and other African 
nations ruled by Africans should lead Africa. Why should 
the Afro-American or African rule in Africa, if the white 
man had been pre-ordained to rule Africans? What was the 
whole purpose of the American-Colonization Society, or the 
founding of Liberia for which in the earlier part of his life he 
had carved a comprehensive political and cultural role?

The conflict between his inter-racial harmony theory and 
Africa for the African gospel was that the former crystallized 
with him in the scramble and colonial eras, the latter in the 
pre-colonial period. He attempted to philosophize away the 
European partition of the continent as a non-event worth 
the thought or attention of the African. He found in abstract 
philosophy an incredible consolation in the pacific mould in 
which his philosophical mind was cast. In this respect his 
consolations were much less on solid evidence than his con­
solations in the exaggerated historical achievements of the 
Negro race in classical and Roman Mediterranean Africa.

An implication of his racial purity doctrine, about whic 
he was consistent throughout his life, was that Liberia was

202

the ‘non-gifted’, but as 
appointed place’.19 This was no superior-inferi 
drome. Said he:

I believe that in the progress of human knowledge, when 
man, each race knows its place, its gifts and its environment^ 
possibilities and its limitations, and knows that what it i Us 
what is has have been arranged by Divine Wisdom and g 
ness for the welfare of all.... The whole world would mov ' 
harmony, without friction, without oppression, without gu |ln 
without deceit and without treachery.20 g 1 e’
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country being governed by pure Africans. It was a 
nOt 3 under the forcible imperial rule of Afro-America? , 
c^ntryculture—jnsofar as they could be credited with 
Wh<^fwas an adopted American culture. They were u>i. 
any jn Liberia, where they had forcibly imposed them 
^Tes upon the pure African peoples with whom they would 
not integrate throughout the nineteenth century, indeed 
until our generation.

The essence of the matter is that Blyden carved for Liberia 
a special role no less prejudiced and irrational than his sen­
timent for a lilliputian country that was to remain small, 
weak, and, until the Tubman era, an exotic aberration on the 
continent. His country of adoption had an irresistible spell 
for him in spite of the odds against him which made him fail 
in his three-time bid for the Presidency. Tested by his racial 
purist criteria of what an authentic African State should be, 
Liberia did not qualify to be a nation, much less the founda­
tion for Africa’s redemption. His hope that Liberia would 
become ‘the glory of Africa, and the moral and political 
reclaimer of the coloured race’22 was never remotely to be 
realized. Liberia was a failure writ large. In 1857 he had to 
denounce the materialistic, the ‘love of money and riches to 
the exclusion of other virtues’, that had got the better side of 
the imposter Afro-American population of the country.23 
Self-help was not their watch-word, but dependence on 
‘foreigners’ for schools, for churches, for preachers, for 
teachers. Rather than patronize agriculture most of the set­
tlers became middlemen traders, ignoring his plea ‘Nature 
intends that Africa shall be an agricultural country’.24 The 
country was lacking in co-operative spirit, ‘extreme indi­
viduality’ reigning supreme. As late as 1900 he admitted that 
Liberia could neither be a successful nation nor ‘a perma­
nent and useful place on the continent’ until it had integrated 
itself with the ‘millions of natives’ in the interior, and Liberia 

ollege became a seat of learning of African literature and 
anguages. Although he did his best to persuade his coun- 
tj?mu-n to stretch a hand of love to the indigenous peoples of 

e hinterland, even through inter-marriage, warfare and 
ostihty with the latter were the order of the day.

evertheless Blyden found it very easy to eulogize Liberia
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completely out of context. The picture of Liberia Wk- u 
presented to his New York audience in 1883 was th t he 
imagination, completely unrelated to the real Libe ’ °/ his 
restoration of the Negro to the land of his fathers’ h*3 -The 
Liberia, ‘will be the restoration of a race to its originV3^ °f 
rity, to itself; and working by itself and from itself Liberian method [of state formation] is the chosen I Tfle 
Africa’s generation’26 vis-a-vis the Lagos milieu, whf h" f°r 
a few years before he had observed as the best no °^y 
‘the advantages not only for the establishment of a civ?1118 
tion upon the basis of Negro idiosyncracies’.27 11Za‘

Far more than has been appreciated so far by those h have studied him, Blyden was by far the most perceptiveW d 
least prejudiced critic of missionary enterprise in Africa O Christian mission matters he was on familiar ground Himn 
self a missionary of some sort and a Christian of some sort' 
he was consistent in his view that Christianity was the ulti­
mate religion for mankind in general and for Africans in 
particular, infinitely superior to Islam which, he strongly 
believed, would eventually be replaced by African gospel­
lers. He strove hard to convert Muslims to Christianity and 
would seem to understand Arabic with the sole purpose of 
being able to understand Islamic literature as a prerequisite 
for preaching to Muslims in their own language.

Although his unconventional views on Islam, polygamy, 
and the ecclesiastical imperialism of the Western-established 
Churches persuaded contemporary white missionaries to see 
him as an anti-Christ—and allegations of immorality against 
him did not help his reputation with them—Blyden s obser­
vations about the negative results of missionary activity in 
contemporary Africa were valid. As he said time and again, 
it was true that the majority of white missionaries were racia 
braggarts; they were more masters of African co eague 
than servants of Christ in the Church; in their 
national divisions and conversion of individua s- ra . 
social units, they were a fissiparous force: their n cu]ture; 
ducts were de-Africanized apes of the white man ^rjca 
methodologically Islam was far more success; u 
than Christianity; and the anti-polygamy s of
Western-established churches was more an
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•d ignorance than a display of knowledge. 
stuP d yet, ironically, compared to any other patriot in his 

AllBiyden was the greatest advocate of more and more 
missionaries flooding the continent. He was not 

Whlosed to missionaries because of their colour as such— 
°PP of his virtues being friendship with white people; what 
?newas opposed to was the method of their activity. Time 

nd again Blyden stressed that not only should white mis­
sionaries march further and further in the interior, but that 
they should be supervisors of Africans. As late as 1890, 
when both in Lagos and Sierra Leone the feeling had 
become strong that European missionaries were no longer 
welcome, Blyden was rejoicing that:

The missionary work in Africa is also. taking a forward 
move.... Men from the higher universities of Europe, of deep­
er culture, greater spiritual insight, wider sympathies are now 
enlisting in the work. On the Niger, on the Congo and on the 
great lakes these enlightened heralds of Christianity are lifting 
up the standard of the cross.28

The missionary thrust of the scramble era was no more than 
Blyden’s delight and pleasure: ‘Blessed are those who are 
partitioning and appropriating Africa’.29

The point to note about Blyden’s advocacy of white 
agency in the Christianization of Africa is the difficulty of 
reconciling it with his other belief that the white man was not 
the religious man, especially when he was never tired of 
emphasizing the baneful effects of the white missionary’s 
presence in Africa. Since Africa was to be ‘the spiritual con­
servatory of the world’, the white man would have to be 
shown and taught by the African how to be spiritual. Euro­
peans would have to go to Africa, he said, ‘to learn lessons of 
aith and piety’.30 Missionaries ought not to have come to

nca at all. ‘From our standpoint’, he wrote, ‘we do not 
e ieve that Africa needed the theological interference of 
urope, for the Theology of Europe is derived from the

— Roman’ Celt and Teuton, which have mod- 
p e Semitic ideas promulgated in the Bible.’31 By nature 

Th U1^0Pean was Impatient ‘of guidance and control’.
e ogical result of his belief, that the African was the
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spiritual man, was an African agency. And yet he 
originated this idea and only occasionally paid lip Servnever 
it. Also given his endless sermons on African personal^ t0 
the cultural plane, an African Church should have occu °n 
to him far more than to anybody else. It is significant to 
that he did not give the slightest support to the Af?016 
Church proposition of the Ethiopians being led in S’1^0 
Leone in 1871-74 and that, apart from pious views on^ 
need for an African Church in Lagos in 1890-91—a D| 
where the Native Baptist Church had appeared in 1888— 
the context of the CMS Niger Mission crisis, Blyden hard? 
gave a thought to such an institution. It never enjoyed a 
prime place in his thought. He never worked out a formula 
much less gave direct inspiration by founding one. Even with 
respect to the African Church, unlike Mqjola Agbebi he 
was against Africanization for its own sake. ‘Do not run to 
the other extreme of avoiding what is foreign simply because 
it is foreign’, he lectured a Lagos audience on the theme in 
December 1890. ‘There are many good things in foreign 
customs—many useful things, many precious things, not only 
conducive and helpful, but indispensable to a healthy Christ­
ian growth.’32

Refusing to imbibe the anti-Islam prejudices of his days, 
Blyden was convinced of the possibility of a rapport with 
Muslims and. of their ultimate conversion by Christians. 
Recognizing the indisputable salutary social and spiritual 
achievements of Islam in Africa, Blyden was convinced that 
Islam was inferior to Christianity and that, ultimately, it 
would collapse before the latter. Like his fantastic Ethiopian 
dream, he nursed the chimerical vision that Islam, ‘a bor­
rowed light’, was a temporary phenomenon and that when 
Africans were in control of the Church in Africa the religion 
would cease to exist and Africans would demolish the temP 
of Mecca ‘after which it will not be rebuilt again for ever . 
If Christian missions would effect ‘judicious modifications o 
[their] present missionary methods’, Muslims would be con 
verted to Christianity. t

Not until towards the end of his life, when he ^e8an 
have an insight into African Traditional Religion, i 
begin to accord it intellectual respect. In his early aY
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nee he had asserted that Africans ‘have no system of 
ignoran tected by the sanction of a hoary antiquity and 
rehgion P entiy African ‘pagandom’ would collapse 
tha* hnwise since the missionary had ‘nothing to demol- 
JeJ^4 Tfter’his useful study of‘African Life and Customs’ in 
iSons he began to doubt whether Christianity or Islam had a 

. r claim to Africa and Africans and whether some other 
PXion from the continent—an obvious reference to Afn- 

„ Traditional Religion—would not provide salvation to XJnations as well.35 But he did not live long enough to 
understand African Traditional Religion to an appropriate 
depth and level of scholarship of post-war times. The logical 
end of his thought process would have been an endorsement 
of African Traditional Religion vis-a-vis Christianity and 
Islam.

One area in which Blyden did not compromise with Chris­
tian missions was polygamy. Unlike many of his contem­
poraries who cited Biblical passages in support of 
polygamy—just as their opponents used the Bible to oppose 
it—Blyden employed primarily an ecological and moral 
defence of the institution. Polygamy, he contended unsci­
entifically, was an ecological rather than a moral issue. The 
terrific heat of the tropics, he alleged, necessarily made the 
African more sexually active than the inhabitants of the 
temperate zone. More rational was his defence of polygamy 
in the context of the high rate of infantile mortality in Africa. 
It is important to note that Blyden did not begin to argue in 
defence of polygamy until after he was living a polygamous 
hfe, that is after 1875 when he took Miss Anna Erskine as 
his mistress.36

A si8n.!ficant e^err»ent in Blyden’s career was his continu- 
herit^p'T°2. Of his scholarly mind to Africa’s cultural 
nineteenth" th?S regard he WaS’ in a sense’ one of the 
versities n “ntury Pro>agomsts of African Studies in Uni- 
the Reverend ca cOn,ha!.he Went tO the research dePths 
Sibthorpe of SierC’ Relndorf of the Gold Coast, or A. B. 
land. He did "eone’ or Samuel Johnson of Yoruba- 
effort,African 1;?° any ser'ous research as such, his best 

mon°graph. He wrote moreor’less"8 ’ ‘antalizingly short



208

strength
, best Latin, 

he wc

african h 
ornamental and high-sounding diet; 
mXTf hiA^he hXa *
aAUd.enee than any other con^TXA^

The incoherence of Blyden’s ideas and th 
issues should be seen as a consequence of hk \°n 
was words and words and words. In addition he™-He 
thing of a politician, telling his audience what itXtT' 
hear whether in Sierra Leone or Lagos or London o* th 
New World. All in all rhetoric meant far more to him than 
coherent thinking and consistency of ideas. And, carried 
away by his erudition and sweet tongue, few of his contem­
poraries ever discovered that in many ways he was a bundle 
of contradictions, grossly inconsistent in many of his ideas, 
i. . wis morallv opportunistic and was a split character.His

States. „ttPr is that Blvden was a negation of
The essence of the matter is mat u > Englishman'. he

African personality, Essentia > f ’ ked in lhe white
A white man's clothes all his .inc boasling with wore a white was very prou , „ The
man's culture >’ h’^on was English in 
pride that our c ’ u ctual strength an^^flSn0 doubt as

not a Ne8t?ons and he «ms abro Blyden wasabl6, „ 
foreign rO,i,°home in WeSt A? which he "e 
physically at h 111 the w ttiot pn^

«l“ •rtss.»bm.«—.*5’1

"" the p’± independence 
home m po*1
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few verbal pugilists against the denigrators of the Negro 
very blyden was a Jeremiah rather than a Moses who could 
face’ led the educated elite out of their mental and cultural 
ha tivity. Certainly had he attempted to be a Moses, he 
Ca uld have found his self-imposed task frighteningly insup- 
Wrable As many of his contemporaries who attempted to put 
some of his ideas into practice discovered, the colonial tide 
was too strong in the areas _of ecclesiastical, cultural, and 
mental imperialism and it was in the logic of the situation 
that after the First World War such educated elite suc­
cumbed to the irresistible tide. Blyden’s major weakness was 
that he never attempted to try at all.
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An African Church: 
A Legitimate Branch of 

the Church Universal

I I

I 
IIt can be safely hazarded that until the publication of H. W. 

Turner’s comprehensive and microscopic eight-year study of 
the ‘Church of the Lord’1—one of the myriads of Aladura 
organizations in West Africa—African Churches were 
hardly examined by Church historians with scientific eyes. 
By and large these Churches, which began to appear on the 
continent in the nineteenth century, have been presented as 
unorthodox aberrations and bastards, beyond the pale of 
redemption and absolutely unqualified to be considered 
legitimate branches of the Church Universal. Their history, 
it has been contended, has been one of unmitigated sinful­
ness. Their origins were sinful: the founders were either 
rabid power-hungry rebels against ‘constituted authority’, or 
hyper-erotic individuals who wished to debase Christianity 
by flooding the Church with polygamists, or pagan-at-heart 
rebels who aimed at heathenizing Christianity. Their subse­
quent development was sinful: they departed from the forms 
and formularies of the Western Churches from which they 
had broken away, evolving their own theologies, systems of 
worship, hymnals, liturgies, doctrines, styles of witnessing 
and so on.

Even in the hands of the more sympathetic missionary­
scholars such as B. G. M. Sundkler, F. B. Welbourn, and C.

Baeta scholars who had the privilege of studying the 
much vilified African Christian bodies at close quarters— 

°se Churches are not regarded as compeers of the

211
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‘orthodox’ Churches in the witnessing for Ch ' •
Rather they are portrayed as less good less AfricV 
less respectable than the Western-founded Chu b ate’ and 
a part of the Church in Africa, nor the Church n- SS not 
Little wonder then that no dialogue exists bet B UniVersal- 
types of Christian communities, that the spirit of^ the tw° 
which has been active among the We^r CUm.enism 
Churches of late is yet to be extended to ethe'0Afnted 
Churches by their ‘orthodox’ counterparts,3 and that A?Can 
Churches have up till now been ostracized from national!! 
international inter-communion deliberations and co f 
ences on the fortunes of Christianity in Africa.4 ° er"

Such rather commonplace perceptions and thoughts of 
African Churches are not only uncharitable, but jaundiced 
and clearly unsustained by historical evidence and empirical 
data. Why should the leaders of thought and spokesmen of 
the Western-established Churches arrogate to themselves 
the prerogative to define ‘orthodoxy’ and determine the 
membership of the One Catholic Church of Christ? One 
would have thought that all Christian organizations pro­
claiming the Christianity of the Bible should be deemed 
legitimate members of the Church Universal, for‘whosoever 
is not against us is for us’. After all, neither the founders, nor 
the leaders, nor the rank and file of African Churches, ever 
thought that they were against Christ; they have never con­
sidered themselves inferior votaries of the Christian faith, or 
outcasts from the Church Universal. Indeed evidence 
abounds that all the time they have looked upon themselve 
as rightful professors, practitioners, and Pr0Pa8a'°^ 
Christianity u, Africa, as builders <he authent.c African 

Church tn which Africans fed an r spiri,ual nature 
pletely at home, fulfilling untrammelled their spirit 
to optimum advantage, without in any w y 
the verities of the Christian religion. rejatively

Perpetually handicapped financial testify, these
modest structures and literary bac*j'',‘ hejr own scholars 
African Churches have yet Produc, lain their exis- 
who would chronicle then ^1S °9 ttrmutes from within, 
tence, their achievement, and their attrib „ by sch0-
task which up to now has been undert
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the Church of the Lord which essays to establish all belief and 
practice on the Bible, is definitely a church. Its use of‘Scripture 
proofs’, its Bible classes and the hunger of its disciples for ‘more 
Bible’, the formal place of the Bible in the constitution and its 
regular use in worship, the injunctions to possess and use one’s 
own copy, and the bringing of revelations and visions to the bar 
of Scripture; all these attest its biblical basis.... It does fulfil 
the criterion we have proposed, and should be classified as a 
Christian church.5

To the conscientious, racially and culturally uninhibited stu­
dent who must tremble at the innocent prejudices and com-

aN africaN cHURCH
born into, or sympathetic to, the Western-oriented 

rhS rches. And oblivious of, or indifferent to, the taunts, 
• rS contempt, and holier-than-thou attitude of the 
jee legmen of the Western-type Churches and the subjective 
^nroach of the investigators from without, leaders and mem­
bers of African Churches have been preoccupied with the 
nread of the Gospel and consolidation of the quite substantial 

progress that has been achieved in the planting and spreading 
of a Christianity incarnate within the African milieu.

This is the substance and message of H. W. Turner’s 
extremely instructive, illuminating, persuasive, meticulously 
illustrated, and scintillating research—undeniably a major 
breakthrough in the study of African Churches since the 
appearance of B. G. M. Sundkler’s Bantu Prophets of South 
Africa in 1948. In the light of his anatomy of a single 
Church, the Church of the Lord, Turner demonstrates with 
impeccable insight, overwhelming evidence, and intellectual 
conviction that African Churches deserve a fair trial in the 
thoughts of the directors of the ‘orthodox’ Churches and 
from the pen of writers of African Church history; the con­
temptuousness, negative attitude, self-righteousness, and 
egocentrism of the ‘orthodox’ Churches to African Churches 
are totally unjustified; the Church of the Lord is ipso facto a 
legitimate branch of the Church Universal, not a whit 
inferior to any branch of the Catholic Church of Christ in its 
doctrine, discipline, liturgy, spiritual attributes, purposeful­
ness, sense of mission, evangelism, and heavenly vision. In 
Turner’s words:
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prehensive ignorance being exemplified by some infl 
scholars in African Studies today, Turner’s chall Uential 
theologically-minded analysts that African Chu/fl86 to 
studied with scientific eyes and that they qualif 6S be 
classified as Christian Churches has come in the nicl/ f° be 
For, as in other disciplines in the Humanities ands^' 
Sciences concerned with the study of Africa and Af • cial 
the old prejudices and myopia still live with several nC-ans’ 
on the Church in Africa. These are the ’scholars’ nters 
find it difficult to perceive that Christianity is culturall° Stil* 
racially neutral: it cannot be tied to the apron-strings 
one race or culture. The African pattern of institutional^^ 
Christianity must necessarily, and gainfully, be different 
from the patterns which it has assumed in other parts of the 
terrestrial globe; the differences in patterns of institutional­
ized Christianity found all over the world are essentially 
man-made in response to environment and constitute the 
‘non-essentials’ of religion. These ‘scholars’, particularly in 
respect of Africa, do not see that these ‘non-essentials’ of 
religion are rational, natural, and indispensable to the 
growth and virility of the Church and Christianity in differ­
ent climes and cultures. Underlining the potency of culture 
as an asset to the growth of the Church in Europe, E. W. 
Smith, the eminent scholar-missionary, gifted with a mind 
sharply keen on the relations that should subsist between 
Christianity and African culture, glued together Christianity 
and European civilization as late as 1949. ‘Christianity was 
one of the originating factors of our civilization’, he pro­
nounced, ‘the source of its most precious ideals and of its 
driving force.’6

Missionary-scholars like E. W. Smith and historians li e 
Professor Herbert Butterfield know their European history 
well.7 And there can be no denying that the dynamics o 
Church growth and virility in Europe and the New or , 
especially since the Reformation, have been na!*onj* |C 
self-identity, self-pride, and self-reliance. Hence t e .. 
canism of England, the various brands of Lutheranis 
Germany and the Nordic nations, the different Pat^,eryas. 
Calvinism in the Netherlands, South Africa, an .te£j 
sachusetts, and the Anabaptism of some states in t e
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States. Even in a measure and in some respects, the theoreti- 
5 1 monolith of the Roman Catholic Church has had to give 
C av before the imperatives of milieu, national self-dignity, 
and identity. Hence the Gallicanism of France and the 
Ultramontanism of the Iberian countries.

It was such dynamics that Henry Venn and Rufus Ander­
son Secretaries of the Church Missionary Society and the 
American Foreign Missions’ Board respectively for many 
years in the nineteenth century, perceived must be allowed 
to operate in every human society in which the Church of 
Christ is expected to flourish. Applied to Africa—Henry 
Venn exercised his mind on Africa for quite a while—these 
dynamics would see the Church of Christ emerge in which 
African cultural heritage is integrated.8 In other words the 
Church of Christ in Africa could not be a prefabricated 
edifice from Europe or America. People like Henry Venn 
and percipient African leaders of Christian thought, some of 
whom will be mentioned presently, were the few who dis­
cerned the capacity of Christianity to preserve intact its pur­
ity, the ‘essentials’, in a different milieu; they were the few 
who were convinced that to be successful in Africa, such 
factors as African racial and cultural idiosyncracies, the sen­
timent of African nationality, African entitlement to a dis­
tinct identity, as well as a decent and adequate voice in the 
comity of Churches, had to be taken into account. They were 
the few whose attitude to Africa’s cultural heritage was posi­
tive and scientific, some three generations before anthro­
pologists began to expose the innocence and harmlessness of 
some elements of African culture that Christianity could 
have assimilated with advantage. For example in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century Bishops Colenso and Bic- 
kersteth of South Africa and Exeter respectively pleaded for 
the legitimation of polygamy for the Church in pre-colonial 
Africa. And there was Dr R. N. Cust, a distinguished linguist 
with a first-hand knowledge of Christian missions in India, 
who pleaded with the Church Missionary Society that as, in 

ls judgment, ‘polygamy and slavery are not sins against the 
ecalogue’, both institutions should be viewed with leniency 

and recognized as part and parcel of the Church in pre­
colonial Yorubaland.9
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Needless to say these shrewd European enthusiast r 
Church of Christ in Africa had their African counte^the 
In West Africa the most prominent were Bishon JParts' 
Ajayi Crowther, Dr Mojpla Agbebi, and Bishon jmUel 
Johnson. In the words of one of these earnest and ded’3”165 
leaders of Christian thought, the Church must adapt* 
to the circumstances of the continent to the point of iKSelf 
‘every vestige of the character of a foreign plant’>o°png 
after all, Or’

Christianity is intended to be the religion not of one partic 1 
race of people only, but of the whole world. But in differ 
countries it will wear different types, if it is to become indigen- 
ous to the soil. It should have in Europe a European type- in 
Asia an Asiatic type; and in Africa an African type different 
types of one and the same with different formulae of Faith and 
different ceremonies of worship.

It is clear from the foregoing that the concept of an African 
Church as a legitimate branch of the Church Universal is not 
new; from the latter half of the nineteenth century, within 
the Western-founded Churches, there were individuals, 
European and African, who stressed that an African Church 
is a must if Christianity is to leaven African society, gather 
round it the affection of Africans, and ensure permanent 
existence and success on the continent; such a Church must 
be nurtured, respected, accepted, and treated as an equal in 
the comity of Churches.

Unfortunately, however, such perspicacious individuals 
were few and far between, an insignificant minority, lonely 
voices in the wilderness, in Europe and Africa. By far the 
majority of directors in mission headquarters and mis­
sionaries in Africa never hoped for the application of the 
rules and dynamics that had operated in the metropolitan 
countries. Consciously, but out of excellent intentions, they 
fostered the growth and flowering of the patterns of t e 
institutionalized Christianity of Europe and America, n 
honesty, but in serious error, most missionaries conceive^ 
the Church in a self-centred, ethnocentric manner—t a 
their own countries—completely ignorant of the ^ist(Lrl<U 
processes that had created the metropolitan Churches.

If
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t?s plea for leniency about slavery was summarily 
hshed aside by the directors of the Church Missionary 
Society, who lectured African Christians thus:

As the law °f gravitation determines the descent of heavy 
bodies, so, as its necessary result, the spirit of the Word of God 
has eliminated slavery from Christianity. The liberty wherewith 
Christ hath made us free has permeated all relations of society 
and all ranks and conditions of men, so that slavery and even 
serfdom are non-existent where Christianity is more than a 
name.12

At the Lambeth Conference of 1888 Bishop Bickersteth’s 
tolerant views on polygamy were outlawed and the non- 
Scriptural, man-made doctrine against polygamists was 
promulgated and sanctified.

Indeed until quite recent years the concept of an African 
Church got completely lost within the Western-established 
Churches. The loss is a phenomenon worth explaining if the 
message and scholarship of H. W. Turner are to be truly and 
fully appreciated. From the last quarter of the nineteenth 
century, African leaders in the Western-established 
Churches who would not have a hand in the building of the 
European or American patterns of institutionalized Christ­
ianity in Africa had one choice only—to secede and found 
Churches of their own. Men like Bishops Samuel Ajayi 
Crowther and James Johnson of West Africa, who were 
never fully mentally and culturally emancipated, or who 
trembled at the odds that would have had to be contended 
with if they were to put their conviction into action, elected 
to conform. Therefore they became rocks of that Anglican 
orthodoxy and establishment which acquired enormous pre­
stige and following throughout the colonial era and which up 
M n°W draws to itself the affluent in society. Others like

ojqla Agbebi and Joseph William Egyanka Appiah of 
est Africa and Joseph Kate Mugema and Reuben Spartas 

o ast Africa became non-conformists and founders of 
a ependent ‘African’ Churches the variants of which, until 

ne.e present book by H. W. Turner, have been objects of 
thek^W ^nvest^ati°n by writers. Up to now, in contrast to

Western-oriented counterparts, such Churches are
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poor organizations with modest an. „ 
ings, patronized mainly by the ostentatiOU(5 kand hardly reckoned7 Jith by Vfleged in s^
sovereign Africa. y Political controlled’

However, although the thousands of Ar ■ 
organizations which are flourishing in their n. Ch«fli
all times regarded themselves as legitimate hr",ha',e 
Church Universal, the reasons for their beingVke? “*the 
beyond the pale of redemption, as outside the Chuichu"35 
ersal, by the leaders of thought and spokesmen of "th 
Western-established Churches, should be grasped. First h 
the fact that secessions have from the history of the Church 
been regarded with unabated aversion and as the work of the 
devil. Moreover the circumstances of the birth of most of the 
African Churches were such that the directors of the mission 
Churches from which secessions had occurred doubted the 
Ch I Of the intentions of the seceders. As it seemed to the 
purity of the 1 Church worthy of the name could be
missionary mentor ’ bitterness, or racial antagonism, or 
founded and built upon b.tterne
the struggle for power in, f on of European moral 
tribal considerations, causes of most of the secessioi.
t , the main immediate cau. - began t0 proclaim
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To name a few, there arose the ‘African’ Bethelites, 
Messianic Churches, the Zionists, the Ethiopians, and 

h Aladuras. The splitting into innumerable ‘sects’ was a 
\range and bewildering spectacle beyond the comprehen- 
sion of European rulers in Church and State. Obviously it 
was difficult for those outside these new forms of Churches 
to say which of them were evincing distinctly African charac­
teristics compatible with the sublime tenets of the Christian 
faith. And there was the fact that in places where minority 
white racists condemned the African majority to the status 
of servants, African Churches looked like anti-white organ­
izations in a religious guise.13

However, discreditable as the motley of African Churches 
seemed in colonial Africa, they not only survived but their 
stature and creditworthiness increased with the appearance 
of the Aladura groups in West Africa and as the anomalous 
neo-colonialist status of the Western-oriented Churches in 
Independent Africa became prominent. For although in the 
years immediately before and after attainment of political 
independence the Western-oriented Churches began to be 
Africanized at the upper level and began to obtain auton­
omous status from their European and American mentors, a 
number of African leaders of thought within these Churches 
became unyieldingly vocal in saying that these concessions 
by, and the magnanimity of, the mission headquarters in 
Europe and America had not gone far enough; the 
Western-oriented Churches should be decolonized in mat­
ters of theology and culture as well; these prefabricated 
Churches planted on the continent should transmogrify into 
African Churches of the kind in which Christianity would be 
incarnate in the African milieu.14 And naturally, nationally 
and racially inclined Africans looked upon the African 
Churches favourably as better reflectors and emblems of 
African personality than their rather exotic Western- 
oriented counterparts. In other words the climate became 
avourable to a fresh and more intensive look at these vilified 

African Church organizations.
t was in 1948 that B. G. M. Sundkler called the tune with 
book mentioned earlier. Indeed so popular has the theme 
secessionist and independent African Churches become
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that theologians, historians, sociologists, and classicist 
deployed their resourcefulness into investigating ri ff aVe 
types of them in different territories. And whilst o ltferent 
hasten to state that all these studies have been e T must 
useful and are a great deal of credit to scholarship i* rerne,V 
remarked that it is by avoidance of their errors of omust be 
and commission that Turner has succeeded far more th1SSi°” 
theologically-minded predecessors in proving beyond d° 
that the Church of the Lord is a legitimate branch of0^ 
Church Universal. That historians like Shepperson the 
Webster, social anthropologists like Wishlade, and classic^ 
like W. H. C. Frend, never established the conclusion Tur S 
has now put before us can be explained.15 By the very nature 
of their disciplines, the scope of their researches, and the 
aims they sought to achieve, the issue of orthodoxy or 
legitimacy of the African Church organizations they investi­
gated did not come within their purview and seems to be 
beyond the range of their competence.

This means that the onus of the negative, partisan, and 
subjective verdicts on African Church organizations, which 
imply their exclusion from membership of the Church Uni­
versal, must fall on such theologically-minded ordained 
scholars as B. G. M. Sundkler, F. B. Welbourn, and C. G. 
Baeta. It is they, who because of their attachment to the 
dogmas, the forms, and formularies of the ‘historic’ and 
‘orthodox’ Western Churches in which they have lived, 
moved, and had their being, fail to give due recognition to 
African Church organizations by discerning the merits of 
these bodies alongside their demerits. Practically all have 
studied the African Churches from without rather from 
within—some of them using mainly mission sources and co- 
onial government records. Very few scholars ever bothere 
to stretch out the hand of fellowship to the leaders an 
members of these organizations, the only people from w o 
the most reliable information could be obtained on the: inni 
spiritual life, the hopes, and the theological stances 0 g 
organizations. These organizations have been examine 
they should be more than mere projections of t e 
Western-oriented Churches. There was no question 
scholars seeing African Churches as pioneers or foun
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thentic African Churches essentially Christian but har- 
aU niously wedded to the African milieu. Moreover, insofar 
H^urner’s predecessors have recognized the values of these 
African Churches the aim has been that, as Turner puts it, 
these African organizations ‘present a magnifying mirror 
wherein older churches may see their own strengths and 
weaknesses’, in other words to enable the ‘older churches’ to 
see what elements in the breakaway organizations could be 
incorporated.16 Last, another major error of the 
theologically-oriented scholars has been the dispropor­
tionate attention given to the causes of the rise of African 
Churches and the emphasis given to the points of departure 
in forms and formularies by the African Churches in a way 
discreditable to the latter.

H. W. Turner avoided these errors. Weaned from the pre­
judices and dogmas he had acquired from’ the Western 
Church in which he had been brought up, and consumed 
with the desire to understand, he went into his investigation 
with a scientific mind and a positive attitude. This is clear 
from his methodological innovation, according to which he 
has depended mainly on the abundant literature of the 
Church of the Lord, the kind of literature beyond the know­
ledge of people outside the organization, apart from seeing 
the Church in action from the inside. As he confesses in the 
Preface to volume 2: ‘as for the methods employed, it will be 
apparent that personal involvement in the life of the Church 
has been the basic approach; one cannot appreciate the relig­
ion of a religious community without some genuine partici­
pation in its activities, despite many attempts to the con­
trary’.17 Selecting a single Church of the Aladura species— 
again an advantage over others who covered large numbers 
and different types of African Churches—the Church of the 
Lord, with a total membership of 9,000 divided among 203 
branches in Nigeria, Ghana, Liberia, and Sierra Leone, he 
anatomizes this organization in infinite detail. Using the 
criteria of the ‘orthodox’ Churches, he examines the litany, 
catechism, baptismal rites, burial concepts, forms of worship, 
c°nception of the Lord’s Supper, and the content and quality 
° the hymns of the Church of the Lord. In the light of 

mpirical data he arrives at the conviction that the Church of
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the Lord is ipso facto an authentic African Church standin 
nj] 3. pedestal equal to that of the orthodox’ Churches, by n 
,arlc inferior to the latter; the Church of the Lord consti 

777 nrnner foundation, the point at which the Africa! 
tutes a p P me to its own, a Church in which African; 

S'frurch fre] at home, fulfil their spiritual being anc
Jy and fully ss to the ultimate and true religion’. In 

tfd y . poJ- direct a Lord exists in its own right as a 
Church adulterated Christian faith in harmony

^^ttitude to the Church of the Lord is 
Gitive 3 re of his treatment and the structure 

t r$ p°' balan re is no question of lingering over
d in tf him , of the individuals who formed the 

\Vittl essio the Aladura movement from
5 5 nfs in Ijebu-Ode, Ibadan, and 
'^hlisb^ecsti°n °t undue emphasis on the 
I. pO ^^feunders, on the crisis of leader- 

h&$e church of the Lord expanded, 
t $ thc tfyat has hit the organization.

the history of the movement, 
* pivc f the Church in West Africa, 

pic.gild C of the founder, Dr Oshitelu, 
L-ervC,l\ude with which these leaders 

fc^rt1 t^eir organization in areas 
i,fl^jsted and operated for more 
d infrastructure of the Church 

pioneers not only built, but 
death of the founder on 12 

c) the Church. In thc much 
hes his study of the Church 

C n. Using the criteria of 
! Churches as maxims and 
rch of the Lord’ as the 
these theorems into com- 
tany, Catechism, Rites of 
qge, Burial of the Dead, 

tothe Ministry, Member­
end Worship—and deduc- 

e that the Church of the
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Lord ‘does fulfil the criterion we have pronged 
be classified as a Christian Church’. V Q’

The brilliance and scholarshin nf 
_____ L. Tnrnpr hnr _1 _ U or

Church of the Lord ‘should be <’* 
Church’ are beyond doubt. Yet 
pression that he reiterates the iD Ue - 
Universal Church of the Churrt° ^Qct 
apologetically. Undoubtedly h • { f
he is breaking new ground ana ls cOn< 
eyes of a large number of re k
Africa to a new perspectiVe in * 
Church. For lack of spaCe '
the Church of the Lord, whi the 
ian body possessed of at 
‘orthodox’ Churches sho(11?Uuv it 
tioned.

The point must be stre 
does not have the character’d tk 
‘sects’ and African Church r^tiv^ 
African continent. First 
developed, as an anti-^, 
African-controlled Angh/'U 
in the belief that the exc 
they were leaving had b 
and had become prima 
The element of race did 
official title of the orga JT>t 
(Aladura) Throughout 
cans, For Europeans, F? ’ 
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people of substance an^^V v\ \ \ v
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the life of members is determined primarily b ■ 
siderations. The member sees himself as a si/ SpiritUal con 
by Christ; his aspiration at all times is to be^i’ redeemed 
achieve purity of thought and spiritual excellen e?nsed> to 
ing a titanic quest for spiritual values based un^’ u isniak- 
relentlessly hankering after the Heavenly Vision Bib,e 
sense that readers should understand the innu U1S in thi* 
elaborate observances, rules, and regulations and
and punctiliously carried out by, members of the Ch ' 
the Lord about prayer, the use of water, the " 
which members should keep at worship, the 
‘holy’ names, violent twisting of the body at 
emotions are stirred i ’
communion with God could occur
Holy Spirit.

The other-worldly purposefulness of the Church of the 
Lord should be given due emphasis. The point should be 
grasped that the elaborate rules of worship, the doctrine and 
theology evolved by the Church of the Lord, as well as the 
content of Christianity and the way to live the faith taught to 
the rank and file of the organization, have been achieved in a 
progressively secular and materialistic society. All this 
emphasis upon spiritual matters, all this absorption with the 
worship of Jehovah by the members of the Church of the 
Lord, should be contrasted with the picture in the Western- 
oriented ‘orthodox’ Churches. In the latter, in which African 
worshippers have been evidently petrified within the Euro­
pean and American forms and formularies, no attempt has 
been made to modify the theologies, the liturgies, styles o 
worship, in order to take account of the peculiar situa ion 
created by increasing materialism and secularism an wi 
the aim of improving the spiritual qualities o t e 
adherents. Indeed, at least as far as West Afncas cor, 
cerned, it must be remarked that, rather than oc : c 
on matters of the spirit, members devote more f their 
and attention to political affairs and church of
physical comfort. In contrast the members M tn 
the Lord are by their spiritual absorptio oferialistic arld 
ding crowd; they are in, but not of, e m nt that they 
secular society. It is clear from Turners ac
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have no political aspirations. Never seeking any connection 
with the colonial government, they have never associated 
themselves with the governments of independent West Afri­
can States, nor have they sought the patronage of politicians.

Turner has emphasized, insofar as members of the 
Church of the Lord have paid attention to politics, it is to 
decry the vices of political life, ‘the low standards of political 
life’ of African politicians and directors of government.

Further evidence of the Church of the Lord’s preference 
for the things of the Spirit over mundane affairs is the very 
low and subordinate position of literary education in the 
organization. Remove the school from the portfolio of the 
Western-oriented Churches and you remove from them a 
source of their vitality and statistical success. For literary 
education, particularly at the primary stage and the secon­
dary school level, the veritable means of social and economic 
improvement in ‘post-scramble’ Africa, has meant very little 
to the patrons and rank and file of the Church of the Lord. 
By 1962 the Church boasted of two elementary schools 
only—one in Liberia and the other in Ghana. This is not to 
say that leaders of the Church of the Lord are blind to the 
role that literary education could play in the spread of their 
doctrine, in the enlargement of the social classes in the 
Church, and in competition with the older ‘orthodox’ 
Churches. But they maintain, in a way that the older 
‘orthodox’ Churches no longer can claim, that schools should 
be instruments of Church policy, an effective agency for the 
improvement of the spiritual life of students. Hence the 
literary achievement of the Church has been confined to the 
vernacular level at which literature is produced for the 
instruction of members about edification of their souls and 
performance of their spiritual functions.

The Church of the Lord, it must be stressed, is not a blind 
imitator of the older ‘historic’ Churches—a remark that can 
hardly be made in respect of African Churches studied by 
°ther scholars in different circumstances. Sifting the forms 
and formularies of the ‘orthodox’ Church from which they 
foke away, the founder and leaders have selected things of 

intrinsic spiritual value for sublimation within the African 
011 teu and have consequently evolved forms and for- 
AHS—q
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mularies, wholly Christian but also intelligib] 
thoroughly meaningful to Africans. In particular, ' 
has demonstrated, the Church of the Lord can be’ 
whilst achieving this feat of making Christianity^110 
within the African milieu it has a catechism superior ^*7 
of the Anglican Church in Africa. It can also claim th 1 • 1 
attitude to burials and to marriage laws and customs is ? 
thier, more rational, more African and yet not less d' al~ 
than that of the Western-oriented Churches. Its hymns^6 
of drum and dance in acts of worship of Jehovah, are ahUSe 
reproach and, taken along with the personal participatT^ 
which the member enjoys, ‘produce a wholeness of worshT 
adequate for every mood and need of African life P 
Africanization of Christian worship at the deepest levels’ 2°

Above all it should be asserted that there is no evidence of 
syncretism in the Christianity professed and practised by the 
Church of the Lord. Far more than the Western-oriented 
Churches have done, the Church of the Lord rejects totally 
and unreservedly ‘heathenism’ in any form. To this end there 
is no smell of ancestral worship, no vestige of‘idolatry’. The 
surrender to God, the Creator, is complete; His providence 
is accepted wholeheartedly in day-to-day life; in Him alone 
all hope is reposed. Jesus Christ is believed and accepted as 
personal Saviour and Redeemer, through whom the believer 
has won victory over death, expects to inherit eternal life, 
and has been delivered from the shackles of sin. It is to God 
alone that members of the Church of the Lord give and sing 
praises. They reject charms and amulets, evidently still being 
patronized by. many members of the Western-oriented 
Churches. Members of the Church of the Lord reject medi­
cal science, patronage of and belief in which they regard as 
lack of faith by Christians. For the adherents of the Church 
of the Lord prayer alone with sanctified water—a.s^rr,^-Oh 
purity—is enough to cure all ills, physical and spiritual. Wit 
prayer, they say and show, the body can be cured, the evi* 
subdued, witchcraft exorcized, malevolent forces kept 
bay, serenity of soul achieved, and ‘mountains move • 
other words the Church of the Lord maintains 
‘orthodox’ Churches are neither orthodox nor 
enough. This stricture cannot be said to be
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njustified: there is evidence that it is more the ‘orthodox’
Churches than the Church of the Lord that one can validly 
accuse of practising syncretism. For by rejecting association 
with secret cults like the Reformed Ogboni Fraternity and 
the Masonic Lodges they isolate and identify the Western- 
oriented Churches as spoilers of the Church Universal 
through their tacit approval of the marriage of Christianity 
and Freemasonry.21 There can be no doubt that 
Freemasonry—whatever its form, European and African—is 
the biggest danger to the survival of the Christianity of the 
Bible in the Western type ‘orthodox’ Churches in Africa, 
Europe, and America.22

One may add that in their search for purity members of 
the Church of the Lord reject a number of social habits 
which today impair the spiritual life of thousands of adher­
ents of the ‘orthodox’ Churches. Of the proscribed habits 
might be mentioned alcoholism and tobacco-taking. Even 
the demand that women should appear in modest dress at 
services cannot be laughed away by serious observers who 
have contemplated the evils of the equation of Church-going 
with dress-display by African women.

That the Church of the Lord is a legitimate branch of the 
Church Universal is beyond dispute after reading Turner. 
But it does him a great deal of credit that he recognizes that 
the Church of the Lord is not perfect. The weaknesses of the 
organization are indicated at every step. But it does him 
even greater credit that he has not magnified these weaknes­
ses out of proportion and out of context; he has not made 
mountains out of molehills; he has not misconstrued, or mis­
represented, or distorted facts about an organization still in 
the process of growth in the direction of making the Christ­
ianity of the Bible intelligible and meaningful to Africans 
within their own milieu. With the geniality and generosity of 
his spirit and the openness of his mind to his enquiry, which 
persuaded him to investigate before pontificating, Turner 
has explained many practices of the Church of the Lord 
which a less scientifically-minded, highly opinionated sub­
scriber to the dogmas of the Western-oriented ‘orthodox’ 
Churches would have found extremely offensive and serious 
enough to write off the Church of the Lord as unfit to be a
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legitimate member of the Church Universal. Among SUcl 
practices one might mention the importance accorded to vis 
ions and dreams, observance of Jewish customs and taboos 
the use of specially ‘holy’ names in prayers to God, and the 
peculiar form of the alphabet and certain instructions which 
the founder, Dr Oshitelu, claimed were transmitted to him in 
dreams. Turner’s methodological examination of practices 
like these is two-pronged—to show that many of these prac­
tices have Biblical sanctions (in the Old Testament) or that 
they are phenomena found among ‘sects’ in Europe and 
America. Turner would not even pronounce anathema on 
Dr Oshitelu for adding wife to wife and gives greater credit 
to the Church of the Lord than to the ‘orthodox’ Churches 
for its Christian but pragmatic policy on polygamy.

H. W. Turner has refused to outlaw the Church of the 
Lord or label any of the organization’s practices as 
heterodox. For him the Church of the Lord is essentially a 
Church of Christ in Africa as well as a legitimate branch of 
the Church Universal. One hopes that in the light of his 
brilliant and wholly successful book, self-righteous and 
egotistical advocates of their own Church as the authentic 
and legitimate institution that should be planted in all climes 
and in all societies would perceive their myopia, overcome 
their inhibitions, and recognize in the Church of the Lord 
(perhaps in other African Churches as well), a legitimate 
institution through which the Lord is fulfilling His purpose in
Africa.
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A bitter pill which the majority of writers on Christian‘t 
missionary activities in Africa should swallow is thatt^ 
have not been writing African Church History But this f 
is not to be construed as a judgment on their scholarshin 
With the exception of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church and 
the Coptic Church of Egypt both of which, in our opinion 
have not received the attention they deserve, scholars have 
had no African Church as such on which to focus their writ­
ings. For, rightly considered, an African Church must neces­
sarily be the product of an organic growth on the African 
soil, an institution in which Christianity is incarnate within 
the African milieu. This was how the ‘historic Churches’ 
introduced into Africa had developed in their metropolitan 
countries.

Although the legitimacy of, and necessity for, a truly Afri­
can Church have been perceived and preached for a long 
time by seasoned and clairvoyant missionaries with a long 
experience of Africa such as E. W. Smith, Bruno Gutmann, 
and Dietrich Westermann, the tendency among scholars 
today is to assume that the Churches established by t e 
Christian missions are authentic African Churches. ese 
scholars hardly perceive that the mission Churches, re erre 
to in recent times as the ‘young Churches , have een 
remain essentially imitations of their mothers in urop  
America. Hence the reluctance, if not refusal, o man 
rs to recognize the Churches that broke aw y^ 

■ 'ern-controllcd missions as legitimate par ^se
, ',h Universal; hence the designations coinejent 

she-, separatists’, ‘rebels’ and, at best, * , on a 
Af.o'.an In spite of the truth that has begun
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know from the records 11
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?!Most of the writing on African Church History has so far 
depended almost entirely on the enormously rich mission 
sources. At the time when the archives began to be explored 
in a systematic and scholarly fashion,3 African historiogra­
phy was patently biased in favour of European activities. It 
was fashionable to believe that African history began with 
the European presence. This belief was heavily reinforced by 
the documents left behind by the ethnocentric white mis­
sionaries who saw Africa as a tabula rasa. It is little surpris­
ing that historians have proceeded to chronicle exclusively 
the activities of the white missionaries who inevitably 
emerged as oversized ‘heroes’ planting the gospel seed and 
supervising its growth and nurture. The missionary 
endeavour is seen as no more than a part of the imperial 
establishment in Africa. In the words of Professor Bengt 
Sundkler, Christian missions looked, and are treated as, 
‘largely a religious accompaniment of the political, economic 
and cultural expansion of the West’ .4 In other words, in these 
writings the missionary is the centre of the picture and the 
African takes no part in the shaping of events. Evangeliza­
tion is no more than the communication of foreign ideas to 
passive recipients who have to swallow every bit whether or 
not they approve. There is no dialogue, no adaptation, no 
growth.

And yet this kind of picture, we

AFRICAN CHURCH HISTORY

umber of Africanists,1 it has to be admitted that today 
many students of Christianity in Africa have yet to recognize 
and approve of the matter-of-fact observation made in 1905 
bv Bishop James Johnson, one of the finest results of, and 
witnesses for, the Gospel in Africa, that:

Christianity is a religion intended for and is suitable for every 
Race and Tribe of people on the face of the Globe. Acceptance 
of it was never intended by its Founder to denationalize any 
people and it is indeed its glory that every race of people may 
profess and practise it and imprint upon it its own native charac­
teristics; giving it a peculiar type among themselves without its 
losing anything of its virtue. And why should not there be an 
African Christianity as there has been a European and an Asia­
tic Christianity?2
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and the biographical hints in some recent works k 
partially true.5 The bias of the records notwithstanding °nIy 
clear that there was African participation; that thetJ’S 
missionaries had African compeers after a generatio6 
activity, or from the beginning as in the case of the 5 ° °f 
the peculiarly favourable situation of Yorubaland an°d°i!n 
Lower Niger. There is ample evidence that Africans 
not passive as suggested in these works; the missiona^ 
were utterly dependent from the start on African intern^ 
ers and other auxiliaries who bore the brunt of evangel' 
tion, discharging a number of functions which were neces^' 
ily beyond the reach of their alien white masters. It is fairV 
emphasize that apart from the evidence of these Africa° 
auxiliaries, which is plentiful in the mission archives the 
white masters often left behind observations on, and bioe 
raphical glimpses of, their African aides. ’ g'

Indeed so rich are the mission records for a revelation of 
African participation in, and contribution to, the planting 
and growth of the Church in Africa that we have on hand 
biographies of two eminent west African bishops, Samuel 
Ajayi Crowther and James Johnson of the Anglican Church, 
whilst Jean Farrant has turned out a sizeable account of the 
impressive pioneering exertions of Bernard Mizeki, an Afri­
can from Mozambique, in Mashonaland in the scramble era.6 
We are in no doubt at all that writers on African Church 
history would be abundantly rewarded should they try to see 
the other side of the coin—the contribution of the African 
personnel to the planting, spread, and development of the 
Church in Africa. In this regard we might mention Mojola 
Agbebi of the Southern American Baptist Mission of 
Nigeria, C. C. Reindorf of the Basel Mission in Ghana, and 
Bishop Joseph Kiwanuka of the Catholic Church in Uganda, 
as possible subjects for research.

Efforts could, and should, go beyond biographies of Afri­
can auxiliaries of Christian missions of the type listed above. 
For in terms of the local importance and the development o 
the Church the African leaders of the new Churches, o ten 
the first converts, were crucial. Only in Uganda where mar 
tyrdom has compelled notice have such leaders receive 
attention. Sometimes, as in the case of Uganda, these we
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n of substance in society whose conversion hastened the 
016 versjon of a considerable number in their communities, 
nthers achieved prominence only as a result of their contact 

’th and service to the cause of, Christianity. For example, 
Babamubpni of Ekitiland, Tenabe of Ido-Ani, and Eleg- 
h leve of the Ivasbiokon, all in Southern Nigeria, were sold 
as slaves to areas in Yorubaland where they had the oppor­
tunity to embrace Christianity. They became in their respec­
tive home towns men of prestige, successful evangelists, and 
church organizers at the beginning of the establishment of 
British colonial rule, an age when influence and leadership 
were ceasing to be hereditary and dependent on association 
with the new white rulers.7 The rapid spread of Christianity 
and the strength acquired by the Church in the areas 
pioneered by these ex-slaves, even without the supervision 
of CMS missionaries for many years, are a clear testimony of 
the strategic positions occupied by Africans even with little 
or no formal education in the history of the Church in 
Africa. Certainly this is worthy of the attention of historians.

The neglect of the African dramatis personae in the estab­
lishment of growth of the Church in Africa is matched by the 
fact that the writing of African Church history, so far, has 
been largely the achievement of committed ordained Wes­
terners, C. P. Groves, K. S. Latourette, F. B. Welbourn, J. 
V. Taylor, Adrian Hastings, Peter Beyerhaus, and Cecil 
Northcott, to name a few outstanding ones. They would be 
less than human if they were not affected in some degree by 
the theology and the forms and formularies of the ‘historic 
Churches’ in which they have been brought up. Inevitably, 
the perspective from which they have viewed the growth and 
development of the Church in Africa has been that of the 
‘mother’ Churches. It is difficult for them to think of the 
Church as an African product, truly African though 
nevertheless a branch of the one Catholic Church. It is 
difficult for them to think of Christianity shorn of the inci­
dental cultural and ceremonial accretions of Europe and 
expressed in the African concepts and institutions and vested 
with the cultural ceremonies that would give it life in Africa.

us> even when these scholars admit that the Church in 
nca should cease to be the European or American edi-
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tion, they have found it difficult to refrain from iUd • 
Church in Africa by the elaborate organizational n8 the 
ethos, liturgy, decorative art, and, of course, the theitterns’ 
orientation of the metropolitan Churches. ological

In other words, instead of African Church historv h • 
scholarly exercise which seeks to explore what Africy being a 
made of Chrisitianity and to understand the inner er have 
the Church in Africa, it has tended to remain a part^? °f 
missionary presence, encouraging expansion withou?*the 
growth. Many scholars are so emotionally and unyield 
attached to Western civilization that they cannot help adln§ly 
ing a rather negative attitude towards indigenous Af °Pt’ 
religious ideas and idioms, festivals, rituals, and institut?030 
much of which remain part of the spiritual life of Afri^8’ 
Christians, and are not repugnant to Biblical Christianit*" 
but have found no place in institutionalized Christianity i 
Africa. The most obvious example of this is, of course the 
great amount of fuss made about the issue of monogamy, as if 
it were the most fundamental dogma of the Christian Church 
and possessing indubitable scriptural validity. Even scholars 
who have presented in their writings sociological data that 
demonstrate in bold relief the merits of polygamy in African 
society8 have failed to expose the fallacy of the doctrine that 
monogamy was divinely ordained and not an accretion of 
European cultural development. Till this day, nearly all 
European scholars and Westernized Churches in Africa con­
tinue to indulge in moral condemnation of the institution of 
polygamy in a manner prejudicial to scientific objectivity. 
For, studied with the mind purely of the scholar, it might 
have been obvious that the antagonism to polygamy, 
encouraged by the missionaries from the beginning to the 
disadvantage of the Church, ought not to have arisen, 
polygamy is not a moral issue in African society and an 
African Church could have crystallized around this socia 
institution, endearing the chiefs and aristocracy to Christian 
ity, without necessarily doing any damage to the Christian! 
of the Bible and without necessarily inhibiting modern! 
tion of the institution under social and economic Pressu of 

But attachment to dogmas formulated in the ig 
European Christianity is only one of the factors imp
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the approach of scholars towards a true history of the Afri- 
1 n Church. A more fundamental impediment is the corol­
lary of this, namely, the fact that so many writers behave as if 
th/Christian Church were in Africa, but not of Africa. They 
have concentrated on Christian communities as though they 
were self-contained units without relations with the wider 
African society, both formally in terms of religious interac­
tion of one institution with others and informally through the 
everyday contact of members with those outside the group. 
And yet it cannot be denied that Christianity, like all relig­
ions, is a formative social force in society and that it is 
impossible to understand the Church without understanding 
its relationships with the rest of society. At no time had the 
Church in Africa existed in vacuo. The Church operated in 
the African social environment which exerted various pres­
sures upon it, subjected it to many limitations, and provided 
a framework of general conditions for its formation, 
development, and survival. Church and African society 
interacted in a manner that made the Church help to mould, 
and was itself moulded by, the society in which it was estab­
lished. For this reason, the Church has never at any time 
been exclusively the European or American edition 
imagined.

There is, therefore, a necessity to study more thoroughly 
the reaction of African converts, laymen and ordained men, 
to the Europeanizing posture of the Church. Consider, for 
instance, Bishop Samuel Ajayi Crowther whose adoption of 
European values and culture makes him in the work of a 
scholar the most relentless advocate of wholesale Anglican 
establishment in West Africa.9 And yet apart from the pull 
of African culture on this African Bishop indicated in 
another work,10 the true pattern of the Church in the Lower 
Niger during this episcopate is still to be revealed. For 
example, observing that the survival of the Church in this 
part of West Africa depended on an accommodating attitude ( 
to the institution of slavery, the Bishop had to preside over a 
Church consisting almost entirely of slaves; fully aware of 
the unsuitability of the Anglican form of marriage, with its 
aw of inheritance, for the Niger Delta society, he did not 

Perform a single marriage between indigenous people in the
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Niger Mission throughout his long episcopate.11
In Crowther the reaction was caution, restraint 

protest'. In the mass of African Christians, this uncom^ quiet 
ing posture of the Church has tended to produce a™1?0111*8' 
and confusion. It is the basic cause why so far the CIigUity 
not yet discovered its bearings in relation to the true UF^ has 
yearnings of the African, his social and political SpiritUal 
tions, his thought-forms and motives of action Cuh^^3' 
and emotionally, the Church appears to be palpablytUrally 
tune with African society. As scholars who explore th °Ut °f 
life of the Church very well know, many of the tradT01^ 
fears, superstitions, and beliefs in the existence of evil 10031 
ers have by no means been effaced by the Church P°W' 
among the ordained leaders of the Church. Furtherm^0 
there is complaint that the exotic Churches lack colour that’ 
by denying the laymen sufficient participation in the services’ 
they do not provide enough scope for the emotions of the 
Africans, that the Churches are intellectually biased against 
Africans, that the African finds the European atmosphere of 
the services oppressive, and that the alien tunes notoriously 
distort African languages both in tone and stress, and des­
troy the meaning of the songs.

We cannot overstress the fact that greater understanding 
of the true nature of African Church history must proceed 
from a study of the interaction between Church and society, 
that is to say from a socio-historical analysis of Christianity 
in Africa. This approach will reveal broadly three different 
situations. First, there is the peculiar situation of Islamic 
communities where Christians are in the minority (Egypt, 
Sudan, and Northern Nigeria). Second, there are those areas 
where white immigrants have established a permanent home 
in the midst of Africans (Central, Eastern, and Southern 
Africa). Third, there are the territories which experience 
no white immigrant intrusion but merely underwent Euro 
pean colonial rule. For lack of space we shall indicate a eW 
socio-historical factors affecting the life of the Churc in 
relation to the society in the third category of which e 
Africa is the best example. In this part of the continen $ 
relations.between the Church and society could, it seem^ 
us, be examined in three phases viz., the pre-colonia era,
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lonial period, and the post-independence times.
C°In the pre-colonial era, the missionaries were dependent 

n African rulers; Christians were very few, the Church was 
embryonic, and it had a very precarious existence. Among 
the relevant questions researchers should ask are the follow- 
. . why was it that it was the oppressed slaves and ex-slaves 
(or offspring of slaves like the Saro) that constituted the 
nuclei of Churches? Why and how were the aristocracy and 
chiefs alienated by the Church? What social tension was 
created by the different reactions of these classes? What 
customs and institutions, which stood as a barrier between 
the Church and the people that mattered in society, could 
have been successfully adopted by Christianity with an eye 
to the emergence of an African Church? How far did the 
Church satisfy or stultify the aspirations of the Christian 
community? Since the chiefs were the masters of their 
houses and were powerful to the extent that their gopdwill 
and patronage were important to the continued existence of 
the Church, to what extent was the Church forced by circum­
stances to be accommodating to domestic slavery, member­
ship of secret societies, title-taking, oath-taking, initiation 
ceremonies, and polygamy? What is the significance of the 
extent to which these customs and institutions were accom­
modated in the sense that they constituted no bar to full 
membership for example, (Bishop Crowther in the Niger 
Delta), polygamists (Henry Townsend in Abeokuta), and 
title-holders (Charles Phillips in Ondo)?

Two evangelizing aspects should be analysed in respect of 
this pre-colonial period. Why did missionaries not make use 
of the associative element in traditional African society, 
using the family as the unit for conversion rather than the 
individual, the clan or ethnic group rather than the family? 
Then what was the theological reaction of the converts to the 
new religion as essentially something analogous to the indi­
genous faith?

There are questions that should centre on the growth of 
the Church as a new community in the milieu of African 
society. In what respects, if any, did Church organization 
reveal or adapt itself to such social institutions as the 
extended family, kinship, and clanship? In what ways, if any,
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did Church organization reflect the hierarchical 
authority and power in society? What aF _in 
example, may be found between the age-g"! 0^s, 
Baba Egbeand lya Egbe respectively leaders n? and the 
female societies in Yorubaland? In what wav ^ale and 
respect and influence enjoyed by lay leaders of Were the 
communities related to established ethical idea?1 Christian 
tices in respect of age? How far did member^1 Mc­
Church affect a Christian’s status in society? in ? of the 
did Christian organization fit into existing social a d at Ways 
structures? In what ways, if any, did Christianitv k°litical 
society either the benefits of cohesion and unanim’t °8 to 
torments of discord and tension? 1 y’ Or the

Nor should the focus be entirely sociological Th 
ence of the Church should be related to the politic l 
economic aspirations of pre-colonial West African 
Herein comes the very important factor of motivation" 
did the poor and social outcasts embrace the new faith of 
Christianity? What psychological or emotional security and 
hope did they expect from the Christian message? Or, as in 
the Niger Delta where there was the backing of the Euro­
pean man-of-war, what political benefits did the 
unprivileged in society expect to obtain through the Church? 
The factor of motivation becomes even more important in 
respect of the few accommodating chiefs who, whilst pre­
pared to tolerate the presence of, and to protect, the Church, 
refused to embrace the new-fangled faith or allow their sub­
jects to do so. Why, then, did they become patrons of the 
Church? Was it personal friendship, such as developed be­
tween Thomas Birth Freeman and King Gczo of Dahomey? 
Or hope of military or political aid against hostile neigh­
bours, as was the case with Sodeke and the Egba? Or hope 
of economic gains, such as prompted King Manuwa of te u 
to patronize the CMS Ondo Mission? Or was there genui f 
conversion such as led Chief Owolatan Okenla, fo^nc"ives 
the Christian Egba village of Shuren, to discard al jeve_ 
but one, and ascribe to Christianity his military a 
ments?

In the pre-colonial era considerable attention ha 
given by writers to relations between the Europ
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• aries and African auxiliaries. But the tertium quid posi- 
s! of the Christian adherents between the European mis- 
^naries, with the menacing imperial presence of their secu- 
S1 countrymen on the coast, and the ‘pagan’ Chiefs is a 
ubiect that requires further exploration.

In the colonial period relations between the Church and 
society changed, in some respects drastically. Christians 
increased in very large numbers and Christianity became 
respectable. In the new atmosphere in which the pre­
colonial milieu was partially altered, in which literacy con­
ferred and defined status, in which the educated elite, how­
ever nominally Christian, were part of the colonial bureau­
cracy and thereby formed part of the new government, the 
position of chiefs was seriously affected. No longer were the 
chiefs and traditional priests able to proscribe adherence to 
Christianity; no longer could the village or town prescribe 
religion to the individual. This was par excellence the era of 
irrational abandonment of some age-old customs and mores 
by large numbers in society; it was an era which demanded 
new political, social, and economic aspirations.

It is in relation to this new milieu that the Church under 
colonialism should be analysed. In what ways had the 
influence of the Church increased or decreased in this 
period? For instance the economic stimulus which was 
inspired by Christianity created in the pre-colonial period a 
liaison between Christianity and the rise of capitalism. But 
this liaison was completely broken in the new era. Capitalism 
could no longer be associated with any particular religion, as 
‘pagans’ and Muslims were competing with Christians in 
economic enterprises. How far did the Church associate 
with, or draw apart from, the new imperial secular order and 
with what consequences for the image of the Church? What 
association existed between the Church and European cul­
ture, confirming pre-colonial impressions in the African 
mind that Christianity was the white man’s religion?

The parting of the ways between the leaders of African 
nationalist opinion and the Church is worthy of detailed 
examination. In what ways did the Church alienate the edu­
cated elite, who were themselves largely products of Christ­
en education? Was it because this institution, which in ear-

I1
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Her years served as the incubator of Africa
disengaged itself from African political asninat-ionaIism 
because the Church was eloquently silent about tlOns9 ~ 
ures of the colonial administration which the 1 
deemed harmful to African interests? Or* h"vaiecl e>ite 
Church did not condemn the ‘unchristian’ acts ofkUSe 
ers or colonial officers? Or because the educatedr trad' 
imbibing secularist and atheistic ideas from r Were 
obtained from, or contact established with *lterature 
Europe? ’ ContemPorary

The tension created in society between the you
old during the period should be of interest to schoV^ the 
young were prone to experiment with the new relis?^ The 
were receptive of the concepts that accompanied the co? &nd 
era—new concepts of liberty, status, and power, new^e?? 
values and mores, new aspirations. They made a bid f 
leadership. In contrast were many of the elderly folk who 
saw the traditional world as an ideal and who resented the 
encouragement which the colonial masters were giving to its 
collapse. The tension between the young and old, between 
Christian adherents and the religious traditionalists, 
developed into eruptions, minor ‘wars of religion’, particu­
larly in the early years of colonial rule. Influence and author­
ity changed hands as Christian adherents withdrew loyalties 
from ‘pagan’ elders, chiefs, and communities, and transfer­
red these loyalties to teachers. Church elders, and pastors.

However, the centrifugal forces unleashed by the Church 
and Christianity in society were only one side of the coin. 
The integrative and centripetal achievements of the Church 
should not be ignored. For the Church became an associa­
tion creating a new kind of communal feeling which trans 
cended sub-ethnic frontiers. The role which literary c 
tion, which was almost exclusively in the hands o e 
Churches in the colonial period, played in the deve °P^ss 
of uniform aspirations, values, outlooks, and desires ac 
ethnic frontiers, a factor of great significance joI) 
emergence of a nation, is still to receive adequate a re|a. 
from historians of Christianity in Africa. Althoug often 
tion between education, the new elite, and p° 1 ser,oUs 
engages the attention of political scientists, there is
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, f sucfo studies by scholars with the necessary socio- 
historical dimension and for whom the growth of the Church 
is of central interest.

Although the post-independence period is the shortest it is 
the phase that has attracted the greatest attention of scho­
lars obviously because the ‘imperialist’ and ‘neo-colonialist’ 
nnearance of European Churches in politically sovereign 

African States seems anomalous. Naturally the wind of 
change could not avoid the Church, particularly when Afri­
can statesmen who had deplored the failure or refusal of the 
Church to subscribe to their nationalist aspirations make 
statements that are embarrassing at the headquarters of 
Christian missions.12 In an age of cultural renaissance, when 
African history has begun to come to its own and Africa is 
the cynosure of the world, it is only to be expected that 
Africans should desire that the Church should bear marks of 
the African personality.

By and large accelerated promotion of African personnel, 
even in the Catholic Church, is the watchword of all Christ­
ian missions.13 Although European missionaries are still 
large in number and they continue to wield enormous power, 
in some places largely behind the scenes, all missions have 
endorsed the idea that the ‘younger Churches’ in Africa 
should be controlled predominantly by Africans. In several 
countries, leadership and property have been transferred to 
national Churches. Relations between Church and society 
have assumed quite a different pattern. Since the white man 
exercises no more political control, white missionaries can 
no longer be accused of collusion with African governments 
against African interests. It is at this point that relations 
between Church and society centre on the cultural element, 
how far the Church reflects the African milieu in its total life, 
including the school which the Church controls.

One thing which is clear from the characteristic relation- 
s ip between the Church and society in its three phases in 

est Africa is that writers of the history of the Church in 
dCa’ aS any continenC must necessarily be seasoned 

students also of the history of that continent. African Church 
..ls onans must necessarily be concerned with the totality of 

past, the cultural evolution, the religious ideas,
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ciety. For a thorough appraisal n? ,develoPmem J?'1' 
Church and African cultme, thl sciem.fi'0"5 betw«n ts’ 
social anthropologist, with data going bafei’W"'« of it 
the Church on the continent, is 1°^ ori^, 

There is need also for researches on Africanth .
the cosmic views, myths of origin and creation r®’0" 
traditional society, on the didactic teachings which 
the core of morality , on the concepts and beliefs that c^ 
tuted God s revelations to Africans, the known that shoUH 
be made the point of leading ‘pagan’ Africans to the 
unknown but basically closely related Christian dogmas. The 
idea of the community of the Living and of the Dead, for 
example, is closely related to the Christian doctrine of the 
community of the Saints and of the Living. The concepts of 
atonement sacrifice, retributive justice, and redemption 
which are principal Christian doctrines are by no means 
absent in however crude a form, from African society.
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African scholars have an advantage over others. One can 
asily call to mind the light thrown by Jomo Kenyatta on the 

Kikuyu customs of clitoridectomy, so demonstrably mis­
understood by the Church of Scotland Mission.'5 Or con­
sider the insight thrown by Akiga, the first convert and first 
Tiv evangelist of the South African branch of the Sudan 
United Mission, on marriage customs and kinship among his 
people.16 Or the depth of analysis of the religious aspect of 
chiefship in Ashanti by Professor K. A. Busia.17

Yet the contribution of some exceptional non-African 
scholars to the understanding of true African Church history 
must be acknowledged. They are the scholars who, in spite 
of their attachment to their own religious faiths and cultural 
ideals, are willing to respect the African’s alternative 
choices. They are the few who understand the vital link be­
tween a living faith and society. Above all, they are the few 
who have carried their researches beyond the archives of 
European missions to the vital written and oral sources on 
the African Church in Africa; they have been willing to live 
with, study, and take pains to understand African Christians 
as well as the African society and culture which nurtures the 
African Church. Professor Bengt Sundkler’s works amply 
demonstrate that the socio-historical approach which we 
advocate is not the exclusive preserve of African scholars. 
Indeed the crucial significance of his pioneering study of the 
Church among the Zulu is that he drew scholarly and 
respectable attention to the Churches which had broken 
away from European tutelage to seek solutions to their 
religious problems under African leadership. By its nature 
the study of these independent African Churches has drawn 
the attention of scholars to the rich sources on African 
Church history to be found outside the European archives.

Broadly speaking there are two classes of such African 
sources on the history of the Church in Africa, viz. the 
records (largely in private hands) of African leaders in the 
younger Churches’, and the sources provided by the vari­

ously labelled independent Churches. As we have observed 
earlier, the evidence of African participants and leaders in 
the Western-orientated Churches is still to be systematically 
studied. However the ‘African’, ‘Separatist’, ‘Spiritualist’,
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• ’ Churches which came into existence by 
and ‘Prophetic the missjon Churches have been 
branching ott -derabie detail, thus revealing on an im- 
examined in co African reSponse and contribution to the 
pressive scale in Africa. Since 1948 when Professor
spread of Cnn tbe trail with his classic work, Bantu
Sundkler blaz Africa, attention to these African
Prophets tn 3 immensely, culminating recently in the
Churches has gr * singie church, ,The Church of the 
miscroscopic s , j West Africa, in two volumes byLord’or‘The Aiaauid
H. W. Turner. tbe writings on the African Churches 

Historiograp on tbe study cf Christianity in Africa, 
mark an advan literature one cannot but have a feeling 
Reading throug Furopean researches have at last begun to 
that in this fie African environment. The dramatis per­
get the feel of African; sociological data are prominent;
sonae are entire y jnstjtutions are probed to depths beyond 
many customs an ed on the mission sources; the religi- 
the reach of wor s and their spiritual yearnings are 
ous instincts of Atncai^ 
illustrated in emp literature on African Churches reveals

Nevertheless the attachment to Western civilization 
that even in this he inhibiting. There seems to be a con- 
remains powerful reiuctance on the part of most scholars 
scious or unconsciou churches as a part of the Church 
to regard these At rch if not the Church, of Africa. 
Universal or as a Jbour^ and, to a point, Turner adopt 
Hence, Sundkler, w an churches are worth studying
the view that these bJe the parent Churches to know
only in so far as they nces these Churches broke away, 
how and in what circus amends.- Hence the con-
in order that they m g African churches from B. G M. 
spicuous exclusion o h ; A^.ica (London 1960);
Sundkler’s Chnstian M' veners of the Seventh lnterna- 
hence the failure of the discussed Christianity in
tional African Semina , e participation by these Afn- 
Africa in Ghana 1965, existence as ProPaga^rs°f
can Churches or reCO^ 0 hence Professor Baeta s dubitable 
Christianity in ^fr^^ritualist’ Churches in Ghana are con- 
judgment that the P
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cerned entirely with mundane things and never with the 
divine.21

In other words, with the exception of H. W. Turner whose 
work, we hope, will mark the beginning of a fresh approach, 
the attitude of writers has so far been to treat the African 
Churches as enemies of the true Church.22 They are repre­
sented as erring children who broke away from their parent 
because they could not conform to the high principles of the 
Christian religion, or because they were suffering from polit­
ical ambition, or because they were guilty of sexual lapses, or 
because they desired to bastardize Christianity. Whilst, as 
several investigations of the causes of the rise of many of the 
African Churches have shown, these elements might be pre­
sent, it is important to stress that they did not constitute the 
whole truth. There is the other side to the matter that should 
not be ignored—a genuine desire by Christian leaders to 
found a truly African Church in which the Christianity of the 
Bible would flourish in harmony with African customs and 
institutions that could not validly be described as ‘unchris­
tian’. Scholarly study has shown clearly that, contrary to the 
opinion of missionary denigrators and culturally inhibited 
historians, the quest for an environment in which the African 
could display his spiritual qualities to the best advantage was 
a strong force behind the movements for separation, and 
that the African Churches believed that they, rather than the 
mission Churches, were the true exponents of Christianity 
and that their programme should include conversion of the 
white in Europe and America to their doctrine.23

In our opinion, too much attention has been given to the 
causes of schism in the ‘orthodox’ Churches in Africa, and 
this in a negative way. Emphasis has been placed mainly on 
how far these African ‘rebels’ or ‘separatists’ have departed 
from the Western pattern and norms of the ‘orthodox’ 
Churches from which they have broken away. What is called 
for among historians is a positive attitude, an investigation of 
the African Churches, in their own right, in their internal 
growth, in matters of organization, liturgy, theology, forms 
and formularies, thought-forms, and style of life.

Take, for instance, the literature on the earlier Church in 
Mediterranean Africa. While displaying in bold relief quar-
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u Roman Church, the portraits reveal little of the 
rels with the Churches in Africa. Freud's scholarly
internal lite ° tist church—and it is significant that he is
work on the v rnan__illustrates forcefully our point with 
nOt an orda Maghreb.24 Although he gives ample indication 
regard to *ne *ist church had an understructure of Maghre- 
that the D°n Qburch is not treated as the outcome of 
bian culture, y of the Berbers for an African Church, 
the inner yea sug_title of the book testifies, the Churcn is 
Rather, as/”lovement of protest’. The book is replete with 
treated as a m disputation, emphasizing how much the 
the usual theo& have departed from the metropolitan 
Donatists see rather than how Berbers on becoming
brand of Chn adapted European Christianity to the 
christia"San social and religious environment.
Maghrebian g • itual yearnings, inner thoughts, and the

And yet tne pOnatists for a genuine African Church 
enthusiasm o ffecdon of the masses are evident in the 
which won the Christianity became acceptable to the 
hints given by ded because God was presented to them 
Berbers, it is con Saturn, whose attributes were
through the popu upreme Being in the beliefs of many 
similar to those < Furthermore the Berbers’ mass movement 
African peo^-=-“s owed to the affinities they per- 
to the D°na,\s* beliefs and practices and the Christian 
ceived in trad“.lo‘ ,he concepts of monotheism, martyrdom 
religion, mcludmg . rites, and symbols like the rosette 
and propitiation, Sq much did lhe Donatist church 
palm, dove, and . that it developed its own art. In 
permeate Berber s 5 native Christian art developed, 
Frend's words: A yig bgen inspired by lhe Donatist
an art which appear- survived down to the pre­
Church and whose tra
sent day.’” theme of the organic growth of the

But not only is the h y abandoned, not only is atten- 
Donatist Church tantal g y on the controversies be­
tion concentrated almo catholic divines, not only is
tween the Donatist andIK crushed by the secular might
the manner the Dona™.s ,ike other h la„
of the Emperors detailed, church as a part o{ the 
cannot recognize the Don
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Church Universal. Rather he sees the Donatists as proclaim­
ing an entirely new religion. ‘We are likely to be on firmer 
ground’, he speculates, ‘if we examine the acceptance of 
Christianity by large numbers of North Africans from the 
point of view of a transformed popular religion, rather than 
that of conversion to a new religion.’26

Historians of Christianity in Africa have yet to learn that 
their negative attitude to the earlier Church in North Africa 
is responsible for their failure to perceive the reasons for the 
effacement of the Church in that area, and correspondingly, 
for the phenomenal success of Islam in the territory. For by 
crushing Donatism with the aid of the Emperors, the Roman 
Catholic Church killed a truly African Church and with it the 
social, cultural, and political aspirations and identity of the 
Berbers. When Islam came in the seventh century ad it was 
largely politically and culturally neutral. Islam proved itself 
adaptable. It assimilated Berber customs and institutions 
and assumed a complexion unique in the Muslim World. In 
Morocco, for instance, it became the catalyst for the monar­
chical institution in a manner that has endured till today in 
the Sherifian principle of succession. All over the Maghreb 
the cult of ancestors was transformed to the cult of saints. 
Consequently Islam survived.

The survival of the Coptic Church of Egypt in Mediterra­
nean Africa in spite of the unabated and long hostility of 
Islam is, perhaps, the best testimony to the maxim that there 
is logically a necessary connection between the autonomy of 
a church to express itself and its survival in relation to its 
milieu. Unlike the Donatists the Egyptian Christians, the 
Copts, sustained their nationalist outlook and survived.

The monastic institution which they originated was 
accepted by Christendom and imitated by the Islamic tari- 
qas\ the Monophysite doctrine on which they staked the 
sovereignty of the Egyptian Church and established their 
identity, triumphed. For these nationalistic manifestations or 
independent expressions the Copts did not suffer the fate of 
their Maghrebian counterparts. Unlike Rome, Constantino­
ple left them alone. Consequently by the time of the Islamic 
invasion the Coptic Church had assumed a national character 
with its own peculiarities. Today the quality of the Christian-
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socio-historical terms. For even when a healthy and positive 
attitude is adopted towards these Churches, as in the case of 
Turner, the story of their evolution cannot be fully and mean­
ingfully unfolded unless analysis assumes the dimension we 
have indicated. In this connection we shall illustrate the seri­
ousness of the lack of this approach by a reference to an 
excellent work that may soon be published.30

Haliburton’s work is important because his attitude is 
positive; he does not deal with a Church that broke away. 
Rather he deals with an African evangelist of a rare kind 
with a rare success that excited the admiration or envy of 
European missionaries. William Wade Harris, a Grebo from 
eastern Liberia, was an extraordinary man with a melo­
dramatic career. Though ill-educated, without the elaborate 
formal training of the ordained missionary, he single­
handedly won thousands of converts to Christianity in places 
where Christian missions had failed to evoke massive 
response after decades of hard toil. Harris did not stay per­
manently in any place in the Ivory Coast and the Gold 
Coast; his presence, physically, along the littoral of these 
territories lasted weeks rather than months, days rather than 
weeks.

And yet the shortness of his physical presence notwith­
standing, his spell over his followers, fresh converts from 
traditional religion, lasted years. His message was precise 
and laconic; his theology the simplest conceivable belief in 
the Supreme God and acceptance of Jesus Christ as one’s 
only Saviour. He was no sectarian. Before him the gods were 
powerless and the malevolent forces, which used to haunt 
the inhabitants of the coastal areas in Ivory Coast and the 
west of Gold Coast, retreated. He was a worker of wonders; 
his words became prophecies instantaneously fulfilled; who­
ever he blessed was blessed; whatever he cursed was cursed.

But in spite of all these revelations, Haliburton has failed 
to explain all these achievements in relation to the milieu of 
the Ivory Coast and western Gold Coast between 1910 and 
1929 when the Harris spell, which has endured, was most 
effective. Why did ‘pagans’ and the gods surrender in the 
manner of Jericho to this ordinary, simple, and grotesque 
fellow in the way described? What extraordinary events
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Perhaps the most important point to stress is that the mes­
sage of Christian missionaries to Africans has never 
changed. Their unshakeable conviction at all times has been 
that the sublime tenets of Christianity constitute the truth, 
the whole truth. For them this transcendental monotheism 
alone prescribes, and gives, salvation to man’s soul, reveals 
to him God and the divine will, provides him with divine 
guidance in such a way that he would prefer the sacred to the 
profane, eternity to temporal existence, the heavenly to the 
earthly, the incorruptible to the corruptible, the spiritual to 
the secular, and virtue to vice. However, the vision of God 
can be perceived, and God’s purpose fulfilled, by the indi­
vidual only through Jesus Christ who is God and the 
Spirit—‘God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Spirit’—three divinities rolled into one. For Tn the begin­
ning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God’, ‘the Word became flesh’. Through no other 
way can man be saved.

To the Christian the Muslim ridicule of the Trinity is a sin 
against the Holy Spirit, whilst the Islamic teaching that Jesus 
Christ was only a messenger of Allah, one of 113, and an 
inferior one to the Prophet Mohammed, the latter being the 
seal of the prophets’, is absolutely reprehensibly sacrilegi­
ous. Remove the person of Jesus Christ and Christianity 
ceases to exist. But not only must the convert see Jesus 
Christ as ‘the author and finisher’ of his faith: he must accept
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reliability, authority, and credibility of the sources for the 
person of Jesus, allegedly claimed by the apostles of Jesus 
Christ (the earliest, St Mark, is dated 67 ad, that is a genera­
tion after the ascension and it may be remarked that Mark 
was not a disciple of Christ) is to be possessed by the devil, 
an attempt of the finite human intellect to comprehend the 
infinite, divinely revealed message and redemption, through 
the person of Jesus Christ. The faithful must believe that 
only one revelation has occurred in human annals, and that 
although all other religions may be fascinating, they are 
futile attempts of man to reach God.

But not only has the Christian message to Africa and Afri­
cans been impeccably consistent. Enormous effort and 
sacrifices have been made in the last century and a half by 
European and American missionaries to propagate this mes­
sage in frustrating circumstances and against terrible odds. 
Millions of pounds and thousands of lives have gone into the 
enterprise. The ideal objective of missionaries was to wipe 
African Traditional Religion, in which Africans had been 
finding spiritual consolation for centuries, completely off the 
map of Africa, and to crush Islam, Christianity’s main and 
seemingly more powerful rival, out of existence.

Many of the pioneering missionaries of Africa dreamed of 
an ideal Christian society in Africa, a society in which Christ­
ianity would purify the thoughts of the African, sanctify his 
political aspirations, and sublimate his customs and habits, a 
society in which Christianity would produce the most perfect 
culture which has always eluded human society, a culture 
that would make man virtuous; in which would be elimi­
nated the concept of ethnic or racial superiority and exploi­
tation of one class by another; in which Christianity would 
bring about a good government and compel Africans to 
practise the Christian virtues of humility, love, good neigh­
bourliness, and so on; where vices, and man’s inhumanity to 
man would be absent, and where man’s yearning would be 
other-worldly, his primary pursuit being the heavenly vision, 
rather than the affairs of this world. In the envisioned society 
the African would fulfil his spiritual being, thereby achieving 
the ultimate and primal purpose of religion.

However, the context in which the Christian message as
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^"cannot be denied that spiritually there have been from 
the beginning Africans who believed that the answer to their 
spiritual quest is contained in the verities of the Christian 
religion. Hence the martyrdom of those seven men and five 
women in the Maghreb on 16 July 180 ad, of the slaves in 
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Pr^ent day the Aladura are emphasizing the other-worldly 
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CUMULATIVE secularizing forces

But this is not to say that Christian missions do not have 
formidable secularizing forces to contend with today, or that 
in Islam and African Traditional Religion they are not facing 
a bigger challenge than ever. Although secularization is 
nothing new or peculiar to Africa, it is essential to stress that 
it came largely in the wake of the white man’s religious, 
economic, political, and cultural invasion of Africa, undoub­
tedly the greatest experience of Africans since the middle of 
the nineteenth century. In this context it is important to 
understand the unity and unison of religion and politics in 
the traditional African milieu.

Indeed no contemplation of evangelization prospects in 
Africa today, where religion and secularism live together in a 
peculiar and dangerous harmony, can be intelligible without 
adequate knowledge of the pre-colonial African world into 
which Christianity made a decisive thrust in the nineteenth 
century. In that world, whether in the Islamized northern 
third of the continent, or in the much vaster part where 
African Traditional Religion was pre-eminently supreme, 
secularism per se scarcely existed.

In the Islamic belt, situated roughly north of the tropical 
forest, Islam was the primum mobile of society, fashioning 
the mental attitudes and thought-patterns of the people, dic­
tating the pattern and quality of literacy, justifying enslave­
ment of ‘pagans’ and arrogance and hostility towards Christ­
ian infidels. Islam became the frame of reference for social 
and political acts of State. Thus, in the name of Islam, State 
laws allowed a man to discard his wife without the slightest 
ceremony, enjoined administration of eighty strokes of the 
cane on a Muslim who tasted alcohol, and declaration of the 
jihad (holy war) on infidels who violated the sovereignty and

RELIGIONS and secularization

and would seem to be increasingly acceptable, as white 
ecclesiastics withdraw their overlordship, as the western- 
established churches purge themselves of the European and 
American cultural, theological, and institutional trappings in 
which Christianity was imported into Africa, and as African 
Traditional Religion loses its resilience and vitality.
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thing that could be blown away like chaff by the hurricane of 
the gospel, pioneer missionaries to Africa entertained grand 
hopes of an early success over paganism’. However, hardly 
had they found themselves in the African milieu than they 
discovered that African Traditional Religion would not col­
lapse Jerichowise, and that to assail indigenous religion was 
to assail all that society cherished, including its political life. 
In this respect the best illustration is provided by the experi­
ence of Christian missions in Abeokuta, capital of the Egba 
branch of the Yoruba nation, where in pre-colonial Africa 
missionaries, in response to the purely political, favourable 
disposition of the Egba rulers, had nursed higher hopes of 
success than in any other African community. As Samuel 
Ajayi Crowther, later Bishop, was shocked to discover, not 
only would the rulers not have indigenous religion despised 
by missionaries as a ‘lie’,7 not only would they put in chains 
any Egba citizen who would abandon the indigenous religion 
for Christianity, but they were angry that the missionaries 
were not charitable by abandoning Christianity for Ogboni, 
Ifa, and Sango. As T. J. Bowen, the American Southern 
Baptist missionary pioneer, painfully learned in the Egba 
capital, the divinities of Oro, Egungun, and Esu could not be 
separated from the civil government. ‘To preach against 
their executive gods’, he recorded, ‘is more than you dare to 
do. It would be the height of sacrilege, rebellion, and of 
anarchy and the whole fury of the heathen soul would 
explode like gunpowder.’8

It is an irony that although Christian missions came into 
existence at a time when Church and State began to part 
company in some parts of Europe, particularly France 
(thanks to eighteenth century rationalism and the French 
Revolution), they began their activities in pre-colonial 
Africa with the credo that there should be no difference 
between the religious and the secular. In the view of mis­
sionaries, the white man in Africa was a ‘Christian not by 
mere mouth profession; in habits, deportment, and thought, 
he was a product of a hoary-headed ‘Christian’ civilization. 
Thus the trader was expected to be director of sancti e 
commerce, a purveyor of Christianity, and the consu or 
naval officer was expected to be a good churchman an an
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citizen than the Hindu or Muslim or the ‘pagan’. Thus began 
the concept of separation between Church and State, a con­
cept of very great potency in our age when the State has 
become wholly secular.

The secularization of the State in colonial Africa for a 
period of about sixty years is a theme of a great significance 
against which Christian missions should assess many of the 
difficulties they are wont to ascribe to the post-independence 
period. For the French and the British, the largest colonial 
powers in Africa, impressed it upon Africans that what mat­
tered in life was not religion but the degree and level of 
material comfort that could be achieved. It was a new and 
dangerous notion. A new kind of life-style, which Africans 
were persuaded to endeavour to attain, began to be dangled 
before their eyes. Thus the man who succeeded was he who 
put formal education first, thereby becoming a lawyer or 
medical doctor or engineer or chief clerk, formal education 
becoming the Open Sesame to European-style life. He wore 
European dress, moved out of the quarters of the extended 
family into the new urban area created or enlarged by the 
colonial era, officially had a wife though secretly he kept 
mistresses, played cricket or tennis, spoke more of the Eng­
lish or French language than the vernacular, and nursed 
contempt toward his unlettered countrymen to whom he felt 
infinitely superior. His ambition was to correspond to the 
white man whose Masonic Lodge he joined, with whom he 
became proud to rub shoulders, and whose country he earn­
estly prayed to have an opportunity to know, whilst he was 
thoughtlessly ignorant of his own country. But whilst it is 
true that he was invariably a churchman, the clergyman 
being a member of his social class, religion was a social 
affair, and the church the most suitable place for him to 
advertise his social status.

The secularization of the State in the colonial period at the 
expense of the Christian religion took other forms. Perhaps 
the most significant of these was the alienation of educated 
elite political leadership from the Church, an alienation that 
made them give up the idea of a Christian theocratic State, or 
of a State in which the Christian religion would be recognized 
as a factor in the task of nation-building. The result was that



.'('4

ntness: 
exists in 

those

,d State.
- —nth

AFRICAN HISTORIC.

dicnatcd African leaders of opinion becai ‘ K ' ivclv secular in their outlook. Shocked by the f; 
Ik'.T',he political aspirations could no longer be

.^sunned to hope would be politically

they were bewildered to —tl'e'ciiloni.'l set-up, as a liability rather than

il,ieS’h 
tW hl85 >ll£d

I have discovered the 
apprehend, in that d 
places of the /-

became 
. *act 

achieve(j
- -ley 

see missionaries asUaSpfUl to

ot the Church lo be a secula/agXyAnX'ir f"the failu« 
he explained. In the pre-colonial era h"T * xld 
mtsstonary mentors were praying for colonial nd. hekwhite

.he Piant^ngy a^d

pohttcally-consctous Africans were thinking of using the 
inch lor purely secular ends. Christianity, they urged was 

relevant to the political, social, and economic aspirations of 
modern Africa. Whether one looks at West Africa in the 
nineteenth century, or East and Central Africa in the present 
century, there is abundant evidence that, in the judgment of 
the leaders of educated elite opinion. Christianity should be 
welcome because it could liberate Africa from colonial rule, 
create African nations, and form the basis of a continental 
African State in which the Christian virtues of love, neigh­

bourliness, and brotherliness would be keningThe ideological potential of Chnst.an.ty fort heawakening 

of national or racial consciousness. o educated
people for that matter, was dearie grasped y^ ?
elite of West Africa in the ninetccnt > irrespective of
o equality of all peoples in ^^aiionafct leaders 
race? revealed the ^X^ers in Church 
hoped to use against the f thought m ine

Blyden: ‘ secret of England's grea' 
1 deep reverence which c 

land for God and his word; in



In several ways knowledge of the Bible and of the concepts 
of liberty, liberalism, and nationality that held sway in 
nineteenth century Europe, led African acolytes of mis­
sionaries to dream of a State, or series of States, in which 
these concepts would be put into effect. Individuals who 
conceived of Christianity as a veritable sledge-hammer to 
tribalism and racialism, saw this religion as the answer to 
their vision of a multi-ethnic State. Indeed at least one man, 
James Johnson, dreamed of a continental African State (in 
principle the kind of State Kwame Nkrumah was to demand 
in recent years), seeing it as the logical result of the adoption 
of Christianity by the entire African population. And today 
the view that Christianity should logically efface the racial 
barrier is strongly upheld by leaders of some of the Aladura 
churches in West Africa who would like to go to Europe and 
America to Christianize the peoples of those continents.

But rather than help create African nations, missionaries 
were party to the effacement of indigenous polities. Not that 
Christianity itself was to blame for this; and it is instructive 
to note that this distinction was made by several African 
leaders of the colonial era who were disappointed that the 
white missionary mentors were hand in glove with the 
administrative officers in the perpetuation of the colonial 
regime. The colonial masters in Church and State were not 
keen on applying the principles of the Christianity of the 
Bible, or allowing their African followers to use Christianity 
for political ends. Rather the white masters used the Church 
to lord it over the African, a logical thing in the colonial 
set-up; they strengthened the ecclesiastical imperialism they 
had established in the nineteenth century and frowned at the 
attempts of Africans to institutionalize Christianity in a way 
different from that of the Western-established churches and 
beyond the control of white rulers. Seeing that, rather than 
aiding their nationalistic and political aspirations, t e 
Church was reinforcing the imperial interest of their white
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agencies which are everywhere in operation for the suppression 
of vice and for the propagation in every corner of the empire of 
truth and righteousness ... she must be immortal so long as 
her politicians are guided by Christian principles.'0
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masters in several directions, the nationally.; r STUblEs 
cated elite became verbally hostile to the Church lrie^ edy 
few rejected Christianity outright as an imperiaf ’ and n°t a

The result was that throughout the colOnia]1StlC agency 
so-called political agitator, usually in the ranks Pferi°d 
educated and destined to become one of the lead best 
independence Africa, became predominantly erSln Pat­
outlook—a political animal. Examples of anti Se.cu.,ar in 
attacks by this class of educated elite during t"kmiSsionary 
period are numerous and reveal to a great extent th C°'°n’al 
attitude increasingly imbibed by these future nolit 6 S.ecular 
ers of Africa. These elite leaders—Herbert Ma 
Nnamdi Azikiwe, Jomo Kenyatta, Kwame Nkrumah^K^’ 
neth Kaunda, Julius Nyerere, Kamuzu Banda, to na 
few—went all out to conceive of a New Africa in polit’6 
terms, fully believing that Christianity and the Church were 
of little relevance to this New Africa.

One may illustrate the bitterness of African elite leaders 
of opinion toward missionaries in the colonial period by the 
following encounter in New York between a group of Afri­
cans and a missionary to Nigeria. The encounter took place 
during the Second World War.

‘Africa cannot progress without Christ because he is the corner­
stone.’ [Missionary] ‘How far has Europe progressed with 
Christ?’ I [Mbonu Ojike] asked. ‘Well. Satan has made Europe 
imperialistic, greedy, and hateful. That is not Christianity. We 
hope you Africans will not imitate the futility of Europe, he 
admonished. ‘What is the future of C hristianity in Africa, 
asked. ‘Just as Europe is now Christianized, Africa wil cven a 
ally be Christianized’, he said. ‘You mean that Mos>erns> 
Omenanans will have to be converted to your Christian \ 
asked another African. ‘Not by force! Christ sai , . f ^ut
way, the truth and the life. No one cometh unto t e  
by me.” So you have it in the Master s own wor • re]jgjor^ 
‘Why did you go to Africa to preach to peop e w 
produces better results than yours?’ I asked.
‘We were sent’, he said.
‘By whom?’ said I.
‘By God’, he said.
‘Is that God different from ours?’ I asked.
‘No’, he replied.
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The fact that African political leaders who were to become 
heads of government did not feel disposed to regard the 
Church or Christianity as an agency for the transformation 
of Africa, climaxed the secularization policy of the State 
enunciated by the colonial rulers. Hence, when political par­
ties began to be formed—and politics is undoubtedly the 
most important factor in Africa today—religion was com­
pletely excluded from party policies. Consequently, outside 
the Islamic zone, political parties have been wholly secular.

The only area where missions were indisputably strong, 
and in which until very recently they retained the goodwill of 
the elite, was in the sphere of formal education. Today, 
Christian missions would seem to have lost ground in this 
sphere, thanks to the completion of secularization of educa­
tion by governments. It is essential to explain this fundamen­
tally important element, the evangelization value of which 
missionaries have debated for a long time. For although the 
secular danger of formal education to the missionary had 
been foreseen in the nineteenth century by individuals who 
argued that to patronize literacy beyond the three R’s would 
be to produce clerks and personnel for commercial firms and 
the secular State, the Church was able to retain decisive con­
trol over schools well into the last decade. But it should be 
stressed that colonial rulers had indicated from the last quar­
ter of the nineteenth century that it was the secular aspect of 
education that interested them. And throughout the colonial 
era the various education ordinances progressively reduced 
the control of the Church over schools as the State became 
the greater financial partner. It is also a fact that, as many 
missions today may console themselves in observing, schools 
had long ceased to fulfil primarily evangelistic purposes, but 
had been essentially factories for personnel for secular gov­
ernments and commercial firms.

Once the all-powerful State decided to take over the con­
trol of schools there was nothing the missions could do. In 
my considered opinion the loss of schools, both primary and

RELIGIONS and secularization

‘Suppose we had come to Europe in the twelfth century and 
claimed we were sent; what would you have thought of us?’ 
He said, with a depressing laugh, ‘But you were not sent.’11
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In yet another way the missions in Africa have 
last hundred years, contributed to the evangelistic’n^hithe 
in Africa today. This was their association of Chris? • 
with European culture in cause and effect terms. AlthoTh 
during the colonial era several missionaries were aware of 
their error in respect of Africa’s cultural heritage, thanks to 
the researches of social anthropologists and some mis­
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harm to the emergence of the Christianity of the Bible incar- 
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churches have been revealed as more temporal than 
spiritual. This is the lesson being effectively and poignantly 
taught by the Aladura organizations in West Africa and by 
some of the separatist churches in Southern Africa. 
Whether one contemplates the rise of Garrick Braide in the 
Niger Delta, or of Wade Harris in the Ivory Coast and West­
ern Gold Coast, or of Babalola and Oshitelu in Yorubaland, 
one cannot escape the evidence that, in a very large measure, 
the western-established churches were fulfilling primarily 
this-worldly human functions; these western-established 
churches had never successfully brought to West Africans 
the real message of Christianity; they were intrinsically 
spiritually sterile and morally bankrupt.

In Southern Africa where Africans have been under the 
grinding heels of their oppressors for a long time, African 
Christians cannot but view the western-established churches, 
and in particular the Dutch Reformed Church, as human 
devices for the attainment of worldly ends rather than as 
authentic branches of the universal Church. Overwhelmed 
by their powerlessness under their white oppressors, many 
Africans derive spiritual consolation from Christianity; they 
revel in the belief and hope that, like Lazarus who was 
admitted to the celestial home promised by Christianity, 
their suffering will be effaced when they are metamorphosed 
from the corruptible to the incorruptible; they will end in 
eternal bliss whereas their white oppressors are bound to live 
in hell in eternal pain and amidst gnashing of teeth.13

It is important to stress that it is high time Christian mis­
sions stopped dismissing the African churches, in the zones 
of the white man’s oppression and exploitation in Central 
and Southern Africa, as bastards and illegitimate non­
practitioners of the Christianity of the Bible. Certainly these 
churches do not see themselves in the way they have been 
presented by ‘Christians’, opponents, or even scholars.14 As 
is the case with the much vilified ‘African’ church in West 
Africa, the ‘separatist’ and ‘independent’ churches of South­
ern Africa have no intention of repudiating Christianity. 
Rather they have been seeking to implant the Christianity o 
the Bible in the African milieu. It is certainly erroneous to 
suggest, much less assert as Sundkler has done in his famous
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they have interpreted in the light of their environment, 
experiences, and racial prejudices. Descendants of subscrib­
ers to the rigid and ruthless tenets of John Calvin who had 
come into South Africa in the latter half of the seventeenth 
century, the Afrikaners look upon themselves as children of 
Israel seeking and finding the ‘Promised Land’—South 
Africa. Here they met the ‘ Amalekites’, the Khoisans and 
Bantus, whom God had ordained should be conquered and 
converted into slaves. For were they not ‘pagans’? And had 
it not been written in Psalm 105: 43-44: ‘And he brought 
forth his people with joy, and his chosen with gladness; and 
gave them the lands of the heathen; and they inherited the 
labour of the people’ (KJV)?

In this alleged Promised Land the Afrikaner has estab­
lished a ‘Christian’ State, itself the creation of God rather 
than of man, in which he reads the Bible, the Old Testament 
portion of which he holds as infallible. Here, in this so-called 
Promised Land, Afrikaners have established a so-called 
kingdom of God which possesses the following theology and 
‘Christian’ attributes.

The Republic of South Africa started in the way divinely 
revealed and intended by God by adopting the policy of 
separation and distinction of different racial groups ordained 
by God at the time of creation. This is the first law, which 
must be observed in face of all hazards. This means that the 
different racial groups should attend separate churches and 
that on no account should non-Europeans be permitted to 
be members of the Dutch Reformed Church. Only 
Afrikaner members of this church can claim that they are 
genuine Christians, entitled by divine will to have, and exer­
cise, political rights and authority. The Afrikaner’s citizen­
ship in the South African State is a ‘foreshadowing of, and 
transition to, the pilgrimage to the heavenly mountain; of 
citizenship of the Celestial Kingdom and of the ultimate 
eternal kingdom of God’.16 He believes that the State is 
ordained by God and exists independently of its citizens. In 
every State God is the fountain of authority and power, 
irrespective of whether rulers and subject acknowledge it. In 
the ‘Christian’ State of South Africa, God’s sovereignty, as 
vested in the Afrikaner rulers—-God’s earthly agents—is
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acknowledged. But in non-Christian States jib 
States in Africa—it is the sovereignty of the nf the 
those in authority that is acknowledged. pe°Ple

The implication of the Afrikaners’ theories of s 
sovereignty is that it enables the Afrikaners to lab tr® and 
ism, democracy, and communism as products of lberal~ 
which the State should crush. In contrast, the excl Unbelief 
trol of power by the Afrikaners is justified As^'h 6 C°n~ 
‘Christians’, as they see themselves, it is their duty t b °nly 
the strongest political factor in the country and°thOrne 
should be their exclusive right, for they onlvas ‘Ch ••Vote 
are ‘politically mature’. Should a government dee d308 ’ 
oppose God’s will by flirting with democracy or commu t0 
the citizens are duty-bound to overthrow such a govern01501’ 
which has lost the mandate of heaven. ent

Thus in South Africa, Christianity is secularized and trans­
formed into a political philosophy to which the leaders of the 
Dutch Reformed Church give priority over the Christianity 
of the Bible. It is a philosophy that prostitutes Christianity 
sublimating the racist and exclusive political aspirations of 
the Afrikaners. Indeed it was an ecclesiastic, the Reverend 
Bertie Naude, who founded the secret society, the Broeder- 
bond, on 24 May 1918, a society that has the closest links 
with the ruling National Party. The supreme body of this 
secret society, the Uitvoerende Raad, consists of a group of 
men known as the Twelve Apostles and is ruled by a Trinity. 
Then there is the Algamene Raad, comprising the Twelve 
Apostles and the Disciples. It is instructive to note that the 
society is open only to those ‘who are Afrikans especially of 
Protestant faith, of good character, and of fixed principles, 
also with regard to maintaining their Afrikanership. and w o 
accept South Africa as their only home'. The Broedei on , 
the Afrikaners aver, ‘was created by God to bring abou i 
will. The AB will have to account to God himse °r 
action.’17 t other

This is not to say that Afrikaners do not believe t a 
races could become Christians. Indeed the evange 1S 
missionary activities of the Dutch Reformed n_ 
extended as far north as Nigeria where the calvinis i . 
ization started work among the Tiv in 1911- But in
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ion of the Afrikaners other races, and members of other 
churches, remain at best lower classes of Christians.

ISLAM AND AFRICAN TRADITIONAL RELIGION

But apart from the afore-mentioned secular and secularizing 
forces that have produced the secular milieu in the bulk of 
Africa today, missions have yet to discover that neither 
Islam nor African Traditional Religion has given way. 
Although both have been weakened by the emergence of the 
secular State in twentieth century Africa, this weakening has 
not increased the evangelization prospects of Christian mis­
sions among Muslims and the votaries of African Traditional 
Religion. Whether one speaks of the Maghreb where Islam 
dogmatically held sway for centuries and where western­
style education, science, and technology all of which 
nineteenth century ulama branded as infernal works of the 
devil, as Pius IX also did in respect of science and technol­
ogy, have triumphed over classical Islam; it is the State, the 
all powerful State, that has triumphed. Thus in Egypt the 
State has been hobnobbing with the Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics, a State whose Marxist communist credo dismisses 
Islam as a desert phenomenon. Thus in spite of the Koranic 
injunction against birth control, the Islamic State of Tunisia 
has not only decreed family planning, but has enunciated the 
monogamous marriage system and liberated women. Practi­
cally all Muslim States are much less bigoted than their fore­
bears and have adopted friendliness towards, and co­
operation with, Western countries which in the nineteenth 
century were seen through religious spectacles as ‘infidels’. 
Today leadership in the Muslim countries has slipped from 
the custodians of the petrified dogmas of that once turbulent 
religion to the more worldly, blatantly secular, westernized 
patrons, if not worshippers, of western-style education, sci­
ence, and technology.

However, the growth of secularism in the Islamic zones of 
Africa has not yet been to the benefit of Christian missions. 
All the factors which have in the last century made Christian 
missions admit that Christianity would never conquer Islam 
remain. In the Islamic belt north of the tropical forest the
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Muslim retains the classical contempt for the D’Es
forest belt of West Africa where, to the utter am els‘In the 
missionaries, Islam has statistically outrivalledI r?ment of 
(and this in spite of the much later arrival of T i ris!iai»ity 
area), the Muslim would not be converted. *
more tolerant of, and more ready to mix with the Mh.he is 
who might be a member of his extended famil t tian’ 
Islamic zone, achievements of Islam in the last y In the 
remain the pride of the Muslim; for in that zone Isla60^8 
humanizing force, and transformer of society to^353 
never to be reached by Christianity anywhere in epths 
substantially eliminated the gods (a thing Christianity^ 
not done anywhere in Africa), human sacrifice, infanticide 
and cannibalism. It has tabooed alcohol (an ideal which 
Christianity has never been able to achieve), introduced and 
diffused literary education, and persuaded Muslims to 
acquire a cosmopolitan outlook. Here Islam has decisively 
permeated the judiciary, administration, ethos, prejudices, 
mannerisms, dress fashions, historiography, and languages of 
the peoples. Worth remarking, too, is the fact that Islam 
developed and promoted in its votaries self-dignity, self- 
reliance, a capacity for independent life, and missionary 
aggressiveness.

Challenging Christian missions in the sphere of Western 
education—now that they are convinced that they can 
acquire this dynamic of social change and mo ernJ^lorJ 
without the spectre of being proselytized i us ims f . 
trate religious fervour in a way that cannot escape efs 
tion of observers. Well-organized and metic^ • the cen. 
of the rituals of their religion, the Frit ay Pra^ munalism. 
tral mosques demonstrate their great sense o achieve? or 
Even though it is open to question w e religion with
can achieve, maximum spiritual^ulhhnen . the majority of 
an alien language (Arabic), which is ear ■ e jn society, 
worshippers in a parrot-like fashion, because of the
even among Christians, is quite hig , n the fnala/ris
potency ascribed to the charms prep 

Afnya should be ruled out by Christia
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should rather feel more worried that Islam might have the 
lion’s share in the possible conversion of the remaining 
sixty-five million ‘pagans’ in Africa, the strategy of Islam in 
winning the affection of African adherents at the expense of 
Christianity should be noted by Christian missions.

First and foremost is their missionary strategy—though 
strictly speaking, until very recently, Muslims were not for­
mally organized for missionary purposes to any great degree. 
The agents of Islam are invariably Africans who lead a style 
of life which is not too different from that of the community 
in which they find themselves; they quickly integrate them­
selves into society, parading no racial arrogance. Important 
also is the fact that they are not iconoclastic in their 
approach to Africa’s cultural heritage, as Christian mis­
sionaries were and still are, particularly in respect of the 
institution of polygamy which in African society is not a 
moral issue. For missionization Muslims preferred to convert 
the family rather than the individual, and patterned the 
institutions of the new Islamic community as much on exist­
ing traditional institutions as on the Koran and the Hadith. 
And yet these Muslim agents, usually itinerant traders and 
malams, emerged as ‘civilizers’ who raised society to a better 
level than they found it. Of the greatest significance is that 
they achieved this transformation without provoking such 
bitter opposition and physical violence as marked the history 
of Christian missions in Africa.

Nor should the moral achievement of Islam in the effec­
tive proscribing of alcohol be underestimated. Although 
there are a few exceptions among the westernized Muslim 
elite in the Arab world, the general prevalence of sobriety 
among Muslims is beyond dispute. One is bound to wonder 
whether the obedience to the Koranic proscription of 
alcohol is due to the excessiveness of the punishment pre­
scribed by the Sharia, or whether it is just that the Muslim 
takes his religious injunctions far more seriously than his 
Christian colleague.

Another point worth exploring by Christian missions 
today is the fundamentally sociological question of w, y, in 
areas where Islam and Christianity compete for ‘pagan con­
verts, the former wins the towns and the latter t e vi ages.
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In Hausaland, the racially purest Hausa, the Mam

>band never in 
town religion, wnnst Christianity has captured the*n<]ilarge a 
areas where they have been competing. In an at! ages*n 
explain this phenomenon, I offer the foliowin to 
Perhaps by its very nature urban life is less resistant 
influences, and more tolerant of innovation, thanks ° 
cosmopolitanism; also, the religious system in a towS h°itS 
more complex and varied than in a village, in the urban 
Islam would initially seem to be merely an addition "to??5 
pantheon. Or has the success of Islam in the towns been 
to the fact that it was not revolutionary in its credo, and was 
unobtrusive in the way and manner in which it was intro 
duced? On the other hand, might one explain that the rela­
tive success of Christianity in the villages has been due 
largely to the colonial situation?

Until very recently Christian missions have underrated the 
formidableness of African Traditional Religion, which 
throughout the colonial era they went on pretending had 
been defeated. But as scholars who have just begun to pierce 
beneath the surface have discovered, to their intense shock 
and amazement, African Traditional Religion is as resilient 
as ever and continues to exert very strong influence with 
so-called Christians.18 In spite of the iconoclastic efforts of 
Muslims and Christians, shrines, groves, and idols arc as 
plentiful as ever, barely within public view, and intensely 
revered by their worshippers. . .

African Traditional Religion has been underrated simpy 
because its votaries are predominantly farmers an tna 
terially the poorest in society. Mostly illiterate, they are c°srn 
servative, and have scarcely been touched by the mo 
heralded by the colonial era, which was eagerly ini 1 
Christians and, with much less enthusiasm, by Mus i $ 
their mental world, religious thought-patterns, at i t0 
life, and cosmological conceptions, they belong esse?^nOlogi- 
the pre-colonial world. The least affected by the tec
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cal marvels introduced by the white man, the ‘pagans’ of 
Africa have been more witnesses than participants in the 
physical, social, mental, and political transformation of the 
continent in the last century. Whether one speaks of the rise 
of literary scholarship, or the press, or the nationalistic 
movement, or modern economy, the ‘pagans’ as such have 
no place whatsoever. They are neither leaders nor appren­
tices in the civil service, in government, in technology, or in 
the world of business. History has ignored the ‘pagans’ 
because they refused to come to terms with the history of 
modern Africa.

Nevertheless, by sheer number which roughly stands at 
sixty-five million, they nearly double the number of Muslims 
and constitute seven times the number of Christian adher­
ents. But frightening as it is, it is not the large number of 
adherents of African Traditional Religion that should worry 
Christian missions, but the fact that, with very, very few 
exceptions, the African Christian remains ‘pagan’ at heart; 
he falls back on African Traditional Religion for psychologi­
cal deliverance from the malevolence of spirits and the 
deadly influence of witches. One may ask whether African 
Christians anywhere have surrendered such essential parts of 
their traditional life, so offensive to purists, as title-taking, 
charms, belief in the existence of preternatural forces, secret 
societies, age-long customs at naming ceremonies, burials, 
and marriages. As two investigations of the situation in 
Ghana have revealed: ‘That Christians go to the fetish, that 
they make use of amulets and charms, that they exhibit all 
the signs of a people not yet emancipated from the old fears, 
beliefs, and interpretations of life, is common experience’.19 
Or: ‘After a century of the preaching of the Christian gospel 
and the establishment of Christian congregations throughout 
the country, Traditional Religion shows an astonishing 
power of survival and rejuvenation.’20

These findings are by no means surprising to students of 
institutionalized Christianity in other parts of Africa. I very 
much remember the forcefulness with which the Oba of 
Lagos, Adeyinka Oyekan (a Christian) claimed he repose 
faith in the spirit of the departed whose graves he showed to 
me in his palace in December 1969. Also I easily recall that a
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recy forbidding knowledge of the deeper truths of the relig­
ion to all except all-favoured initiates. The Christian scholar 
who has no intention of joining religious groups or cults is 
left with only the externals of religions. For those seeking a 
closer look, it means many years of patient gathering of 
knowledge, cultivating intimacies, searching, questioning, 
and interpreting and always the doubts remain as to how 
authentic the material gathered or the conclusion formed 
have been.

African Traditional Religion has to be tackled seriously by 
Christian missions for other reasons. It is essential to identify 
those properties which make it continue to exert an effective 
pull on Christian adherents, with a view to making Christian­
ity real, practical, and yet a true Christianity. Here is where 
the Aladura churches have a lesson for the other churches 
for they compete with Traditional Religion in the exorcism 
of witches, and the direct invocation of the divine in resolv­
ing day-to-day problems like childlessness, inadequate rain, 
ill-luck in business or in love.

No less important is the spiritual richness of the votaries of 
Traditional Religion, the like of which one would like to see 
Christian adherents endowed with. For the patrons of Tradi­
tional Religion look to the rules and rituals of their religion 
for their morality. Their religion provides them with an 
inclusive and commanding system of personal and cosmic 
values and explanations. For them the present life is provi­
dentially determined, that to come a reality. These are arti­
cles of faith, beyond theological disputation. The message 
and obligations of their religion are comprehensible, com­
prehended, appreciated, and accepted whole-heartedly as 
relevant to their self-fulfilment. The objects of their worship 
are supremely meaningful. They live, move, and have their 
being in the exacting ritual of their religion. Their whole 
being is completely absorbed in worship, prayer, singing, and 
propitiation—in all of which they employ the language and 
vocabulary of their own people, highly invocative and evoca­
tive. What is more, it is their religion which continues to 
shape the instinctive attitudes, ethics and aesthetics, i no 
longer the world view, of millions of African Mus ims an 
Christians. They are the real custodians of the traditional
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value system which remains an essential part nf 
cans. 111081 Afrj.

However, it is not enough for Christian mission 
understand and employ appropriate strategy fOl-S todaV to 
the statistical progress of Islam and winning the krresting 
‘pagans’ for Christianity. It is equally important^8 of 
thorough and scientific survey of the quality of ‘Ch‘ • a 
life of the nine million Christians in Africa be cod'1’ 
and measures taken to improve this quality, thereby UCted’ 
them into a true leaven for the African dough, ofc Un‘lng 
am by no means suggesting that qualitatively the av^ 1 
African Christian is inferior to his counterpart in Europ^a 
America. There is no scientific basis for an opinion of th’ 
kind, which many a self-righteous, self-deluding, armchair 
churchman in Europe or jaundiced, presumptuous mission­
ary was fond of expressing.

Nevertheless, the African Christian faces a number of 
patent temptations which should be appreciated by missions. 
The secular milieu that has been consciously created in the 
last two generations has accommodated other forces, among 
which might be mentioned unbridled materialism, and 
uncontrolled secular literature which emphasizes the erotic­
instincts of man, or preaches ideologies like communism or 
atheism or humanism or moral rearmament or agnosticism. 
Then there is the problem of urbanization, with its attendant 
social and moral problems, which the Church in Africa is yet 
to tackle with sustained attention.

So far the emphasis has been on Christian missions in 
Europe and America in the context of religions and secular­
ization in Africa. But the missionary agencies within Africa 
should not be ignored. For some western-establishc 
churches as well as independent ‘African’ churches are 
involved in evangelistic activities which deserve the attention

,e concerned 
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tinue to bear the very heavy burden of missionary evangel 
ism in Africa. Indeed rather than decreasing, the number of 
white missionaries to Africa has increased in countries which 
have attained political independence, though in several 
denominations missionaries have withdrawn themselves 
from the administration of churches. The overall result of 
this phenomenon is that western-established churches are 
not only lethargic in respect of evangelization at a time when 
millions of ‘pagans’ are available for Christian ministry, but 
that these churches have acquired attributes that do very 
little credit to the image of the Church in the sociological 
context of contemporary Africa, for the Church (the 
western-established church) has grown into a bureaucracy 
comparable to the bureaucratic system of the State. The 
archbishop, or primate, or president, has become a full-time 
administrator, overseeing the predominantly non-spiritual 
welfare of his church, through a hierarchy of administrative 
lieutenants—bishops, chairmen, provosts, pastors, and so 
on. The human, social, and routine day-to-day problems 
claim attention at the expense of the primal purely spiritual 
purpose of the existence of the Church.

Inherent in the elaborate hierarchical pattern of church 
administration is the elitist stance of the church personnel in 
the sociological context of contemporary Africa. For in spite 
of the habit of ministers of the gospel of complaining about 
their salaries—which salaries they love to relate to the 
salaries of officers in the employ of the secular State—they 
remain within the top ranks of elite leadership in contem­
porary Africa. Compared to the majority of their parishion­
ers, their life-style, in quality and in material terms, puts 
them very high—to the dismay and wonderment of Marxist 
interpreters of the class system in contemporary African so­
ciety.

The significance of their bourgeois identification is that the 
capacity of the western-established churches for effective 
evangelization has been weakened. With the relative poverty 
of the Aladura evangelists before them, potential converts to 
Christianity can hardly take the western-established 
churches seriously when they talk of the virtues o aying up 
treasures in heaven while the church hierarchy palpably
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been undeniably

notesflheH^Uesus-ACMS,udy
1 Alber' Schweitzer. TheQ^10^

religions and secularization

Aladura in contemporary times have
stupendous.21And JUSt as Christian missions and the western- 
established churches in Africa have things to learn from the 
mission strategy of Muslims in Africa, so too they have much 

va ue to learn from the Aladura organizations to which, so 
ar, a scripturally unjustifiable, self-righteous, holier-than- 
°u attitude has been exhibited by Christian missions and 

^e^ern-established churches. Take, for instance, the success 
ti fSe fadin’3 churches in retaining the religious emo- 
fa°th31Sm’ a^ecti°n, commitment, involvement, ecstasy, 
tio 1 anp h°Pe—attributes of the African within the tradi- 
faitl? w 'g*ous sYstem—of their adherents in their adopted 
adh Were these attributes possessed by the millions of 
a f ,erents of the western-established churches, the Church in 
th nca, w°uld have become a model, indeed the model, for 
the world branCheS °f the Church Universal in other Parts of 

: fF°r’ as has been pointed out with repeated emphasis by 
strarme • Critics, the African Christian still finds himself a 
tin^HfT ln Prefabricated church imported into the con-
Exce t f EuroPe and America in the nineteenth century. 
beenP tOr tlle language, everything he uses at worship has 
thes manufactured for him—the songs, the tune in which 
the th °nigS are sur,8’the hturgy,the Prayers (in some cases), 
teriakth 8y’ the architecture of the church, and the ma­
in shnCrcin- How could Africans feel at home spiritually 
which exotic atmosphere? Fortunately it is a question 
Iccti • i trican church leaders have begun to ask with intel- 
asked - flri^ spiritual conviction. The earlier the question is 

a an international conference in respect of mission in
Ch C°5lt.ext of non-white countries the better, so that the 
ers-drkln Africa may begin to correspond to the true Univ- 
for i Urch which thousands of missionaries have laboured 
world" °n§ t0 Plant in the seC°nd largeSt COntinent in the
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The psychical, cultural, intellectual, and mental emancipa­
tion of Africans we are witnesses of, and of which we are a 
part, has conduced to ever greater respect for Africa as well 
as inter-racial understanding and harmony. This emancipa­
tion has been the magic wand that has transformed the 
master/slave relationship of the white and Africans of the 
colonial yesteryear to the legalized, though not necessarily 
functioning, equality relationship that has increasingly 
marked the international scene in the last twenty-five years. 
Far beyond the imagination of the most sanguine Afrophiles 
of nineteenth-century Europe and the New World, African 
nations have been rubbing shoulders with white society 
nations. In the ecstatic language of nationality and liberty 
used by the Irish poet, W. B. Yeats, 'A terrible beauty is 
born’.2

African awareness of themselves as culturally a distinct 
people is potentially the death knell to the white man’s cul­
tural imperialism. Not that emancipation is yet fully 
achieved, or that all of the educated elite have begun to 
throw off the incubus of borrowed culture. However such 
‘slaves’ and cultural lepers are increasingly becoming aberra­
tions. Gone are the days when the mentally enslaved, intel­
lectually pauperized, and culturally benumbed educated 
elite revelled with undiminished fervour, impunity, and false 
pride in the borrowed artificiality of the white man. In short, 
although they are still far away from Canaan, the educated 
elite leaders have begun to leave Egypt.

Contrary to the now exploded belief of the deluded edu­
cated elite, a belief that goes back to the nineteenth century, 
modern African nations cannot be built upon the customs 
and institutions of Europeans and Americans, not upon 
Christianity, not upon the British form of parliamentary 
democracy, not upon the institutionalized version of the 
educational system in Europe, not upon the Russian or any 
alien brand of communism. The one and only enduring anvil 
on which African nations can, and should, be forged is 
Africa’s cultural heritage, with its infinite richness, sublime 
inspiration, and, far more than most of us have been pre­
pared to acknowledge, its continued relevance to African 
aspirations for racial fulfilment, self-identity, se pn e,
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self-reliance, and self-dignity. The cultural he t 
cans is their only exclusive God-given possessio °f Afri' 
able evidence of their creativeness and invent’ lndispens- 
mainspring of their pride, their badge of J]Veness’ 
trump-card in their dealings with other races1 the 
mary reason for their being genuinely resnerta uhe pri' 
Africans. P ed by non-

Borrowed ideas, customs, and institutions h 
value, but only to the extent that they are adapted their 
able, to the indigenous milieu in which they are^3^' 
adopted. To miss this point is to miss one’s bearings t be’ng 
to know oneself. History is yet to reveal genuine °Ctease 
born out of a cultural womb completely alien to it It is 
of nature that the pride of any people is found in those 
customs and institutions peculiarly their own. Not that these 
customs and institutions are fixed, immutable entities but 
they cannot reasonably or easily or peacefully be effaced or 
wished away overnight, just as they did not come into exis­
tence overnight. The process of their being changed is neces­
sarily gradual. The extent to which a people ignores this fact 
and turns its back on its culture is the extent to which it is 
inviting humiliation and effeteness.

Indeed so resilient is a people's culture that it would be 
nothing short of midsummer madness to wish it away. The 
collective achievement of society over centuries, the customs 
and institutions of a people provide them with emotional 
stability, psychological consolations, the relationship and 
responsibilities of individuals to others in the community an 
constitute priceless treasures around which collective a ec 
tions converge. t

With reference to Africa since the nineteenth century 
classes of people, until very recently, wished away e 
cultural heritage, thereby flying in the face of r0^ te(— 
These were the European colonial rulers and t e.ir e sters__ 
elite collaborators. The first, the European co onl‘j 
were, of course, not concerned with nation u* w’aS th— 
primary interest was empire-building, part of w i va^ 
spread of Western culture. The result: alienation reCOi» 
majority of unlettered Africans, who refused f? tionaiize 
ciled to the imposition of colonial rule. The
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reaction of this class of Africans to the white man’s intrusion 
into the indigenous world is the ubiquitous culture-conflict 
theme of novels by Africans in the past twenty years in which 
unlettered Africans aver that the traditional is morally 
superior to the white man’s culture. Take, for instance relig­
ion. The majority rejected the religion associated with the 
white man by either clinging to the traditional religion or 
embracing Islam. Even the few who apostatized by profes­
sing Christianity have been departing from the prefabricated 
forms and formularies exported to the continent by Christian 
missions, in some cases to the point that the latter may have 
begun to wonder what value they have got from their 
enormous investment in men and money in the past century 
and a half.

But while the colonial rulers in Church and State must 
have been regretting their error of judgment by expecting 
African peoples to adopt the essence of metropolitan culture 
and institutions, their educated African collaborators who 
had dreamed of building nations on the quicksand founda­
tion of ill-digested, ill-suited, and ill-applied ideas and 
institutions of their white mentors have been paying the 
higher price. Themselves for a long time mis-educated, 
de-Africanized, de-tribalized, and de-civilized out of indi­
genous civilization, they had been brought up to over-rate 
the values and relevance of the white man’s culture for 
nation-building. Now that their white mentors had gone they 
began to discover that the nation-states they had inherited 
cannot be transformed into nations until they first unlearn 
most of the white man’s ideas and think primarily in the 
context of the African milieu, until they go back to, and 
understand, primordial African roots.

A few words about the experience of the educated African 
leaders with politics, western education, and economic 
development. Haunted by political instability the educated 
elite, themselves struggling for power, have all over Africa 
put the blame on the European-type constitutions they had 
adopted and have, therefore, brushed these aside. In no part 
of ex-colonial Africa has the constitution left behind by t e 
colonial power remained intact. And although, as a tempo 
rary measure, the military branch of the educated e ite ave

AHS- ii
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increasingly seen the imperativeness for Africans to drink 
from the fountain of the indigenous non-literary education 
which possessed the following virtues and ingredients. The 
individual was trained for the good of the community, rather 
than for personal selfish ends. He was integrated in society as 
a unit within the organic whole. The curriculum was as com­
prehensive as life itself, was not compartmentalized, relig­
ion, morality, aesthetics, mathematics, history, the mores of 
society and so on being taught all the time. I he training was 
continuous, the teachers ever present, whether in the com­
pound or on the farm or in the village. 1 raining was direct j 
related to the world the society knew, the individua eing 
able to explain that world meaningfully and for the goo o 
his psychical balance. The education was vocationa in 
integrated way: no excess skill. There were no i c 
there was no unemployment. . I acj.

Lastly, ponder the professed search of the e uca 
ers of African States for an egalitarian society ever dis- 
white-man type economic development. The resu^- the=
turbing polarization into the rich-get-richer e $ ^rjcar-—. 
poor-get-poorer majority. Although in some through 
statesmen have attempted to look for so utio 
proclamation of neo-Marxist communist ideo ogy,
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necessarily run into difficulties. First, many of them have 
been demonstrably insincere (Leopold Sedar Senghor), or 
unwilling to apply it to themselves (the late Kwame 
Nkrumah), or regard it as a mere propaganda stunt 
(Obafemi Awolowo). Second is the fact that the concept of 
communism is elementally alien to the African and that no 
version of this concept, however modified, would be 
endorsed by the unlettered majority. Hence the fact that 
even in Tanzania, where the chief ruler of State has pro­
claimed a brand of socialism, there is no pretence of neo­
Marxian communism being established in the country. For 
socialism, a less emotive word than communism, to become 
the bedrock of an African nation the ingredients of African 
communalism must not only be identified but made the 
essence of the socialist philosophy. Among these are little 
evidence of disparity in the style of life of different sections 
of the community, solicitude for the sick and the aged, the 
fact of everyone being his brother’s keeper, and full em­
ployment. A fact which ideologues are yet to grasp is that the 
Marxist brand of communism in the white man’s country has 
yet to produce the kind of egalitarian society that flourished 
in pre-colonial Africa.

Apart from the political and social problems in indepen­
dent Africa that should persuade African statesmen to re­
examine and re-orientate their efforts of nation-building in 
relation to the African milieu, there is also the fact that the 
ideas, concepts, and institutions of Europe and the United 
States, which the nineteenth century and colonial educated 
elite used to believe were infallible, have in our very eyes 
been proving fragile. A few examples. Science and techno­
logy, it is now widely admitted, is no longer an unmixed 
blessing. Indeed it has been a matter for debate whether, in 
relation to the moral and social goals of a nation, technology 
has proved more of a blessing than a curse. As has been 
clearly revealed by the social afflictions being endured in the 
so-called developed parts of the world, man is being dis­
placed by the machine as the object of affection. Hence the 
not so irrational or irresponsible protests of yout s in 
Europe and the New World—protest against s yscrapers 
that have dwarfed man; protest against an educationa sys
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tem that does not seek to make them haonier h • 
rather treating them as tools in the making for but is 
in establishments in which they have lost fa’tn. yment 
against an affluence that favours a few at the1 ’ protest 
other sections of the community and so on.3 And ^Xpense of 
Soviet Union disillusionment has begun with a teeh60]111 tbe 
progress being achieved at the expense of the traav81Cal 
culture.4 Little wonder that thinking men in Africa and so-called developing countries, who have come to terms°with 
technology, have been asking relevant questions on how to 
enjoy the juices of technology but not its afflictions. And the 
more African statesmen inform themselves of the philoso­
phy of life in indigenous society, with its emphasis on man as 
the centre of thought and affection and the pursuit of higher 
spiritual and moral values, the more they would be aware of 
the calamity they should strive to avoid in their titanic 
endeavours to industrialize Africa and allow the machine to 
begin to take over from man on the continent.

Or consider the political ideas and systems of Europe and 
the United States which Europeans and Americans, and 
those of us who have gone into exile mentally into their 
milieu, had been led to believe were infallible. Right now the 
British have begun to ask themselves whether the two-party 
system will not die out, or whether it is capabe o 
them out of the constitutional dilemma in w ic e 
box has thrown them. As for the: 7gyOR*vo|yutjon,
recover from the fissiparous effects c tina ever since,
they have been experimenting and experimcn tion of
Even in the United States where the c^^.PRepub|ic, had up 
powers, equally lauded and adop• e 1 encePa number of 
to now been viewed with mysti , events of the

KS S*.X?
revision in the changed conditions o 
twentieth century. ottAntion to the case o

I hope I have directed enough atte r0Ck of th
African statesmen to build nations aspirations of A 
African milieu and rationalized intnns P
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cans. This is not to say that African customs and institutions 
are enough, or that they should be left intact, or that they 
should be romanticized. Nor have I been contending that the 
ideas of other peoples and science and technology should not 
be borrowed. All I have been saying is that our nation­
builders should emulate the Japanese who have been trans­
formed into a modern nation while retaining and adapting 
their customs and institutions to the requirements of the 
technology age. But how can we arrive at the ideal state of 
affairs unless we first recognize ourselves as a distinct 
people, not intended by providence to subserve the racial or 
national interests of other races, or be mental and psychical 
victims of other peoples’ cultures and institutions; unless we 
first study ourselves, the environment and clime in which we 
have been created and which we are expected to see as a 
challenge to our genius, our past, our geography, flora and 
fauna, our psychology and cosmology, our endemic diseases 
and healing arts, our parables, totems, lyrics, myths and 
legends, many of which constitute the quintessence of family 
and national histories, the tale which our poetry, works of art 
and manufactures, which though rude, can tell those who are 
willing to listen to them, our rock paintings and gongs, witti­
cisms of men of yore and so on—all of which constitute 
monuments of unaging intellect, inspiration and morality? In 
short, unless we embark on the gargantuan task of African 
Studies, appositely defined early in this century by Mary 
Kingsley as the study of ‘Africa as it is, from its backhair to 
its burial customs, from its soil to its statistics’?5

However, a quick essay into the state of affairs in Liberia 
and of nation-building.

No African State can compete with the primacy of oppor­
tunities Liberia has had since the middle of the nineteenth 
century. As the first independent African country in modern 
times, led by an educated elite mentally equipped with the 
ideas with which contemporary Europe and the United 
States were building nations, Liberia had more than an edge 
over Ethiopia, a country only just entering into the phase of 
modernization. There was the inspiration of the Vei 
alphabet, the only one in Negro Africa, which might have 
been worked and developed into a national language of the
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country and could have become an African show[ 
dangled in the eyes of white racists. Familiar in the lai 
bondage in the New World with the infinite power of lit 
education, science, and technology for the evolutior 
modern nation, the leaders of the State of Liberia had 
than fifty years’ leadership more than any other 
country, with the possible exception of Sierra Leone, 
that even though the Saro had nineteenth century ideas 
the dynamics for nation-bmldma
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though the Saro had ninetee'nt^cemuPyideTs^ 
, • ' . — nation-building, they did not vL , 0
estiny in their own hands as the Liberians had theV^’ 

Leonlan Creoles being on|y .Brit.sh subjehad, thejhe 
though not the least, Liberia had in Edward Wilmot Blyden 
^philosopher of African nations on the foundation o 
Atnca s cultural heritage and the intrinsic aspirations o 
Africans.

And yet one hundred years after attainment of indepen 
dence Liberia was yet to be transformed from a nation-state 
to a nation; it was yet to evolve a distinctly national, global 
culture; the Americo-Liberians, in my judgment a label o 
shame rather than of pride in present-day Africa, the tiny 
oligarchy that had been holding, indeed monopolizing, the 
reins of power, were yet to dissolve themselves into Afri­
cans. Rather they went on hankering after an American cul 
ture the substance of which had all along eluded them, bu 
the shadows of which continued to mesmerize them, in uc 
ing them to look more Washington-ward than interiorwarc 
Little wonder that, literally bewildered by what he^stdere 
a unique spectacle, Raymond Leslie Buc . country ■ 
on colonial Africa, dismissed Liberia in a 
a comatose situation ... a sick country, perhaps the 

*" Of course, R. L. Buell was not saying’ a n y^8 
1894 a Nigerian, D. B. Vincent who changed^ 
Mojqla Agbebi on 8 August 189 . t0 cast off the
public lecture urged the Amenco- indigenous s
Americanness and dissolve themse v tant than So­
ciety.7 Much earlier still, and far mor disillusionment tt= 
and Agbebi, was E. W. Blyden, w o , beaun t0 be di#— 
the course being charted by Liberia vjsion —
ent from that of his dream dates bac i
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Liberia deserves more than mere mentioning.
Edward Wilmot Blyden lived before his time, a prophet 

without honour in his own country.8 Born on the Dutch 
island of St Thomas in the West Indies on 8 August 1832, 
some say he was of Igbo stock, although he himself claimed 
Hausa parentage. Apprenticed for tailoring in childhood, he 
was sent to school through the kindness of a missionary. In 
1849, again on the kind ticket of another missionary, he 
moved to the United States for secondary education, in pre­
paration for service in Africa. However, there he became a 
victim of racial prejudice when he wanted to enter an institu­
tion of higher learning; he had to transfer to Liberia where 
the Board of Foreign Missions of the Presbyterian Church in 
the United States was about to establish a High School. 
Naturally the racial discrimination he suffered affected his 
thinking, breeding in him the conviction that the Negroes in 
America would never be able to preserve their racial identity 
in that country and that their salvation and redemption lay 
only in migration to the African continent. He arrived in 
Monrovia on 26 January 1851 in an ecstatic mood, like a 
slave suddenly released from bondage. From that date till his 
death sixty-one years later, Blyden remained in the limelight 
in Liberia, in West Africa, in the Negro world, and in the 
United States, and was an ardent spokesman for and defen­
der of the entire Negro race. As an orator and a prolific 
writer, he had no compeer. .

However no matter where he was, his heart was all the 
time in Liberia in, and for, which he laboured for the greater 
part of his life. His vision for his adopted country, the 
‘asvlum of Liberty’, was THE REDEMPTION OF 
AFRICA AND DIS ENTHRALMENT AND ELEVA­
TION OF THE AFRICAN RACE’.9 Liberia would be the 
spearhead of dissemination of the Christianity of the Bible 
which would be made incarnate within the African milieu, 
spread literary education on the comment, and become a 
nation on the foundation of African culture. Liberia would 
become 'the glory of Africa, and the moral and political become tne gioiy 0 Liberia would be the nu_
rec aimer o nation a veritable inspiration to other

T ° w Tlfrica He boasted to W. E. Gladstone on 20 
parts of West Atrica. nc w
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April I860: ‘This little Republic , STUt>i
weakness, is no doubt destined in p„ nted here in 
revolutionize for good the whole onV^°V'dence °f Go^ 
The entire continent was to draw fe"ion °f 
that was to offer leadership. Said he" n, T’" from Libt— 
is the laying of the foundation of future and priv'lei

Blyden advocated that the Americo ilh P're ln Africa’^ 
solve into the indigenous milieu by mere n P‘k"5 should dis 
the indigenous peoples. Leadership wa§s to rhpemselves wit 
hands, he said, because their knowledge of ln lheB 
nology was absolutely essential to the develop andtecl™ 
nation. Whilst he did not discountenance diverS/ ’h" 
the economy in terms of industrialization. Blyden heH^~ 
view that the basis of any African nation was agricultu 
opining that God intended Africans to be primarily agricul­
turists. This, he said, gave Africans a richer and better legacy, 
than white peoples, the latter specially assigned industrial­
ization, with its concomitant moral pollution and social 
chaos. In Blyden’s judgment Africans should eschew urban­
ization, the white man’s curse, which was sapping the 
spiritual being of the white races. Rather Africans, whom he 
saw as primarily spiritual animals, should live in villages 
where they ‘in the simplicity and purity of rural enterprises 
will be able to cultivate those spiritual elements in humamtj 
which are suppressed, silent and inactive under the pressun

and spiritual ideals. ..n dvsim’ the virtues of
Blyden was at his best w L the Africans, and t 

culture to a people, Par,,c“'d * educated elite whom I 
reserved the worst epithets for the ed r
saw manacled to the white man he about thec
habits, and institutions So;£_r^ltaminated educated eh 
tural danger of the cui Y redemption could = ,|11C
that he believed that Africa Pjd the mute 
with the racially pure Neg ofhjsdays> were a e 
grels’, quite many in Li fu)lest redemptio jsfurtl 
ity.14 Ideally, for Blyden, th t nature, tha be
lay in their moving doser and dose over matt 
and further from the tnump
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achieved by the white in industrial society. Surely he was 
carried away more by passion than by scientific objectivity in 
his defence and sanctification of some African customs and 
institutions. Take, for instance, his defence of African 
polygamy which, he said, was ordained by God for Africans 
to compensate them for high infantile mortality which he 
argued, was due to swamps.15 The heat of the sun, contended 
Blyden, was intended by God to make Africans uniquely 
sexy and thereby add woman to woman.

Although Blyden romanticized African life and customs 
and believed too readily the inflated achievements credited 
to negroes in classical literature, he was keenly interested in 
African Studies, in particular African languages. In 1900 he 
wished that Liberia had become a university for the whole of 
West Africa, specializing in African languages.16

Blyden was destined to be disappointed as year followed 
year and Liberia followed a path the exact opposite of what 
he had envisioned. The Americo-Liberians saw no reason to 
live the rural life of Africans, no reason why they should not 
lead an aristocratic style of life which Blyden described in 
1857 as ‘a style of living and habits of expenditure ill-suited 
to our present condition’.17 Lamented he as late as 1885:

We have not yet got out of our weak and blundering youth. And 
a great deal of the superstition, the tags and rags which we have 
brought from the house of bondage still cling to us. We have not 
yet moved as a nation into the great world of African life, so as 
to take part as Christian, civilized and intelligent Africans in the 
great questions which affect this continent.18

Blyden, of course, was a lonely voice in the wilderness, an 
unheeded prophet preaching a gospel far beyond the com­
prehension of those for whom it was intended. The why and 
how the Liberian nation of Blyden’s vision had not been 
born in 1947, how much less of it being the leader and 
inspiration for the rest of the continent, is a crucial theme for 
the historian of Liberia. However it is essential to explain the 
inevitability of the phenomenon, the state of affairs in w ic 
the Americo-Liberians inescapably found themselves until 
the Tubman era which marked the beginnings o a n 
Liberia.
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First, the point should be stressed that the fi 
Americo-Liberians were a cultural liabilitv t C ' 
Unlike the educated African elite in conte ° them; 
Leone, even more so of Lagos, who were libP°rary 
and adults already brought up in the indigenou^r ’’ — 
settlers in Liberia were descendants of ‘Living ] ,leu’th< 
cultural identity had been effaced in the New Wodd - 
the Saro, many of whom till this day are able to t Unhk< 
genealogy back to families in other parts of West Af theil 
umbilical cord of the settlers in Monrovia with Aff tL" 
been severed generations, if not centuries, back r had 
people could not be expected to manufacture feeling' 
affection for an African culture that must be as strange 
them as the habits of the Aztecs or Eskimos would seem to 
us. In the circumstances they could only fall back on the one 
culture they knew, that of the New World in which they had 
not been allowed to participate fully as citizens.

Second, the point should be stressed that the founders of 
Liberia had no acceptable formula for meaningful dialogue 
and liaison with the ethnic groups in the interior. Naturally 
the latter looked upon them as intruders and conquerors. 
The barrier between the two groups was real in areas of 
language, religion, mental attitudes, thought-patterns and so 
on. The result was that the young Republic had to observe 
the first law—that of survival—in the warfare relationship 
with the interior ethnic groups. And were the Americo 
Liberians in a position to adapt themselves to indigcnou 
life, which of the several languages and the customs an- 
institutions of which ethnic group were they to adopt t® 
development at the Pan-Liberian level ? Kru, Gre o, a <= 
or Mende? Not until the inauguration of the unification p 
icy by President William D. Coleman and its exec^. .= 
President William V. S. Tubman in our own genera ’ 
the two groups begin to come together meaning y 
with the same set of purpose.19 .

Third, there were the hostility and imperia .
French and the British, both of whom dispute r $ta^ 
and pinpricked the young Republic. Like the?
that did practically nothing positive to put t e tzz 
feet, the British and French looked upon, an
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Republic with contempt, refusing to treat with it on the basis 
of equality.

Fourth, the so-called American foster-father of the 
Republic was anything but a father, leaving the State to go it 
alone in spite of serious economic and social difficulties. And 
yet the United States was always eager to use the Republic 
for selfish ends—political, military, and economic.

Last, the Americo-Liberians themselves spent most of 
their time in factiousness and struggle for power. They did 
not coalesce into a coherent community. Little wonder that 
the country lapsed into what a Liberian observer described 
as ‘doom, darkness and despair’.21

Happily within the last twenty-five years a part of the 
vision of Blyden for Liberia has begun to be achieved. The 
late President W. V. S. Tubman, whose mantle has devolved 
on President William R. Tolbert, Jr., strenuously began to 
transform the nation-state to a nation; Liberia began to look 
more interiorward than Washington-ward; Liberia began to 
play a leading role on the continent. As Tubman himself put 
it, his vision was ‘To rouse a nation long forlorn to nobler 
destiny’ .22 It was as part of his effort at nation-building that 
in 1951 the University of Liberia was established. The Afri­
can orientation which this University has begun to increas­
ingly acquire in its curriculum, staffing, and research is a 
most happy development.

This is the point to dwell on the significance of univer­
sities, the institutionalized centres of African Studies, to 
African nations. Rising from two in 1947 to about sixty in 
1974, universities are not just prestige symbols but institu­
tions which African statesmen expect to provide solutions to 
several problems—manpower development, researches that 
would bring about the Green Revolution, formulas for 
economic development and industrialization and so on. Sud­
denly African statesmen have come to realize that only Afri­
can experts focusing primarily on African problems would 
be able to provide valid answers to the problems of nation­
building, hence the totally justifiable enormous public funds 
being poured into these expensive tertiary educational 
institutions. , , „.

In spite of the debate being sparked off m some countries
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in Africa today about the relevance and cert • 
tions of universities—the elitism of the stud manifest 
dalistic instincts, the tendency of some d entS’ tbeir va 
politics, the relevance of research for its own*? k° dabb,e 
there is no doubt whatsoever that universitie h and So 0 
permanent institutions in Africa, absolutely ind-3Ve bec°ir 
nation-building. It is in this respect that emnha\?AnSable' 
placed upon researches appropriate to the nerf101 
developing countries. Research into every facet erf th °f th 
can in atomistic detail is imperative; and no less imne 
research into the geology, flora and fauna, health Drohi 
and the challenge of modernization in all its ramLr 
The field is infinitely vast, beyond human comprehension01? 
the extent that the researches into African life and environ 
ment which have been done by thousands of scholars liter 
ally throughout the world since the Second World War, an 
no more than specks of a himalayan mass.

Much as African statesmen should be commended foi 
committing large sums to university institutions, often ir 
competition with other demands on the scanty resources ol 
the States and immediately affecting the welfare of the mas­
ses, the African scholar is bound to be pained by the fact that 
very little research is being encouraged; the strategic 
significance of research to every department of life of the 
African is yet to be fully appreciated; in ignorance research 
is sometimes talked of as wasteful and too slow to yield 
results.

Hence the ironic state of affairs in which the largest team 
of researchers on African Studies are outside the continen , 
it is outside the continent that the largest .
money and men are being made on the stucy o Aen. 
outside the continent that the largest and most compre 
sive works on Africa and Africans are being pu 
it is outside the continent that the largest audie be
ership with a keen appetite for African u ^pan­
found. Indeed so bad is the situation that, u agencies 
cial help of Foundations and internationa Studies of 
outside Africa, many of the Institutes o eXistence. 
African Universities might not have come i Africans and 

The spectacle of non-Africans anatomizing



ES
nation building

a-

)

s

in 
n, 
ie 
o 
e 
e

301
X-raying Africa far more than Africans themselves are doing 
is not only unhealthy but inimical to the long-term intrinsic 
interests of Africa: it represents a new form of 
imperialism—academic imperialism. Nor is it in the interest 
of unbiased scholarship. It has to be emphasized and 
emphasized again that the problems posed by African 
Studies are primarily African and, therefore, demand an 
African solution. The themes, emphasis, perspectives, and 
orientation of the writings and researches of Africans the 
continent has produced so far, show clearly that it is only 
from within Africa that the mainspring for the study of 
Africa can come. This is as it should be. Africans have a 
special responsibility which outsiders, no matter how techni­
cally able and well-intentioned, cannot discharge. Africans 
are psychologically and emotionally more drawn towards 
their continent and cultural heritage than foreigners. In the 
understanding and interpretation of evidence of, and on, 
African culture and institutions, in historical appreciation 
and use of oral traditions, oracles, myths, legends, and works 
of art, in analysis of the human drama in African society, 
African scholars have an advantage over others and are 
more likely to get at the truth than non-Africans.

It would be folly for Africans to imagine that non-Africans 
have been conducting massive researches into Africa and 
Africans primarily to provide data relevant to the social, 
political, and economic aspirations of Africa. A careful 
analysis of the types of researches going on in the United 
States and Russia, for instance, the themes and perspectives 
being emphasized, and the ends they are intended to fulfil, 
reveal in bold relief that they have been investing their ma­
terial resources and human resourcefulness primarily to 
achieve their national ends. Take, for example, the aspects 
of the African past that have so far interested most Ameri­
can and Soviet Africanists. It is only natural that the 
ideologies to which the American people and the Soviets 
have committed themselves, and what they regard in Africa 
as of direct relevance to the interests of their nations, should 
preoccupy the scholars of these two nations, onsequeni y, 
more by design than by accident, a large num er o 
can scholars are analysts of the success or failure of prefabn-
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cated political institutions planted in Africa b *ES
colonial powers, whilst the Soviets concentrate^^ Western 
colonial period which they interpret in MarYi^ar?ly °n the 
terms. drxist ldeolOgica|

Obviously the ideological priorities of the Eur
Soviets and their national interests, clearly reflee?1^118 and 
methodological approaches and the themes thev^ 1° their 
research, are not congruent with those of Africans* for 
Non-Africans cannot be expected to be fundamentals 
cerned with the theme of nation-building, which 
rhe preoccupation of every African State, in a worldVwhoi 
rhe super-powers, for instance, see themselves involved in/ 
ideological scramble for Africa, or in which they are prima" 
ily interested in continued exploitation of her resources for 
rhe greater benefit of their respective countries. Non- 
Atricans cannot be expected to research the ideological for­
mulas or platforms on which African nation-states can be 
transformed into nations, research diseases endemic to Afri­
cans and of which the white man is not expected to be a 
victim, research history in a way that the cultural values of 
each people would be available in textbooks for transmission 
to students and pupils for national ends, research into Afri­
can cosmology and philosophy of life in a way that would 
reveal properties that would stabilize the emotions o t e 
African in the technological age, or inspire him to appreciate 
the higher ideals of life, research into authentic audits |hc 
tive African Christian *heolo®r. ™.c£ssis demonstrably 
white-made Christian theology . African, and
incapable of striking the spiritua c leaders in relation 
research into the statesmanship nntending with in their 
to the unique problems they ar 
nation building efforts. African Studies are a

E xpensive in time and money as ther reasons. Firs ’ 
must lot African nalion-hutlders or » ,sens
the Ahican cannot know theculturalvalu^

•‘"'■I >'* "lsl ^^'V'pHyehiO’ancandperso^ 
of wln< h hi- should de live . cht:pattern. and >n aces 
b. "wc "T*'/ cnrinJn relation to h ior
wb.< b be  .......... .. h IH an of h>s
f< ,t fh< V(.,v beginning and qui
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as a truly independent and free being by which he would be 
able to show that he was no longer being enslaved to other 
members of the human family. Only African Studies could 
reveal to him how he should know himself in the name he 
wears, the clothes he dons, the religious forms and for­
mularies in which he can truly feel at home, the enjoyments 
in which he can most spontaneously relax and so on.

Second, research is 'dsine qua non for the collection, colla­
tion, and sieving of data about the cultural values’which 
African statesmen should seek to transmit down to children 
at the primary school level. For a people who have no 
national values to transmit from generation to generation 
cannot form a nation. Consider the strength of the United 
States, Europe, and the Soviet Union, the patriotism of the 
peoples which rests on the sense of commitment to the aspi­
rations of the community, the values of which they are 
instinctively ready to preserve. That is why the curricula of 
schools, from the primary to the tertiary levels, in these 
countries are primarily, in most cases exclusively, cotermin­
ous with national boundaries. It is in these institutions, 
rather than on soap-boxes, that the patriotism that is indis­
pensable to national progress can be truly inculcated. So far 
African nation-states are unique in that the opposite is the 
case; the ill-digested values of the white man’s culture are 
being disseminated in their so-called national educational 
institutions. Even where this deficiency is noted and leaders 
are anxious to do something, the absence of textbooks con­
taining appropriate information and knowledge is a handi­
cap. This is where research, possible only at the university 
level, comes in. It is from the university that knowledge and 
information can seep downwards to the rest of society.

For the good of their soul and the well-being of society 
every school child, student, and undergraduate should be 
made to drink out of the inexhaustible fountain of the living 
past of Africa. Hence the trend in many African universities 
to make a ‘Background to African Culture’ course obliga­
tory for every undergraduate, and I do hope that the Univer­
sity of Liberia will not wait any longer to adopt t is re .

It seems to me a grand deception for the educat.ed Afn- 
cans to seek to be other than Africans, to e u
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that they can become even artificial Europeans 
being constantly articulated by African literarv w • as ‘ 
educated African has not succeeded, nor shaUy& .?■ 
ceed, in wishing away the living past. Scratch the a! C 
pastor and you discover that he has greater faith • lcai 
amulets he wears and the witch-doctor to whom h th< 
nocturnal visits than in the Holy Bible and Jesus Ch^ 
scratch the medical doctor and you will discover that h 
greater attention to the diviner and the psychicalfe^ 
engendered by his village milieu than his scalpel and^T 
white man’s tablets; scratch the politician and you discover 
that his public bold face and animal courage are against the 
background of his endless grovelling before masters of the 
traditional society. The essence of the matter is that for us 
life is a continuum, the past constituting in our daily lives a 
palpable and working influence. We believe that the greater 
part of human consciousness is crystallized in the physical, 
psychological, and emotional legacies and manifestations of 
our culture and that we are living witnesses and part of that 
consciousness.
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