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Abstract 

Almost all of Africa was at one time under the subjugation of colonial masters from different European 

nations who claimed them as extensions of their global kingdoms. The colonialists arrived with 

intentions to exploit the natural resources of the virgin continent and were accompanied by Christian 

missionaries whose intention was to propagate the Gospel of Jesus Christ to the peoples of the “dark 

continent”. The missionaries pioneered educational institutions that served as perfect vehicles not only 

to proclaim the Word of God but also in educating the indigenous Africans in European ways and 

culture. The missionaries built hospitals, schools, and technical training centres which contributed to 

the advancement of the nations both intellectually and spiritually. The end result was a unique African 

expression of the church-sponsored educational institution involved in the training of their faithful who 

would impact the societies they were founded in. The focus of this paper will be a critique in the 

missionary expansion in Africa during the modern era from the 1800s moving forward. It is impossible 

to summarise in a short paper a proper perspective of just how the missionaries transformed African 

education, but it is important to appreciate the good rather than the harm that came from the education 

that they provided as a new generation of scholars emerged in Africa. 
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Introduction 

The commandment by Jesus Christ known as the ‘Great Commission’ in Matthew 28, implores 

His followers to “go” and “teach all nations” the great news of His salvation. This commission 

is still relevant today as not all nations of the world have been reached with the good news of 

the Gospel over 2000 years later. Africa has been since the Biblical period of the Acts of the 

Apostles, fertile ground for the expansion of the church. William Carey speaks of Simon the 

Canaanite spreading the Gospel “in Egypt, Cyrene, Mauritania, Libya, and other parts of 

Africa.” Carey adds, 

Tertullian, who lived and wrote at Carthage in Africa, about twenty years afterward, 

enumerating the countries where Christianity had penetrated, makes mention of the 

Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Mesopotamians, Armenians, Phrygians, Cappadocians, the 

inhabitants of Pontus, Asia, Pamphylia, Egypt, and the regions of Africa beyond Cyrene, 

the Romans, and Jews, formerly of Jerusalem, many of the Getuli, many borders of the 

Mauri, or Moors, in Mauritania (Carey, n.d., p. 30) 

Indeed, historically Africa cannot be regarded as “dark” as far as education is concerned. “The 

early churches of Egypt, Nubia and Ethiopia had close links with the rest of 

Cite: Wambugu, S. N. (2021). A Critique on Christian Missionaries in Africa and their Role 

in the Education of the African Elite. The University Journal, 3(1), 157-166. 
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Christendom”(Isichei, 1995, p. 18). They wrote the Christian scriptures in their languages. 

Many Jews from Africa are recorded to have been present at Jesus’ crucifixion and on the day 

of Pentecost. They were likely to have become the founders of the early church in Africa. 

The development of maritime travel in the middle ages brought with it, explorers from Europe, 

mainly Portugal and Spain. These explorers reached places hitherto unreached by them and 

this included West, South, and Eastern Africa. Sundkler and Steed add, “Bartholomeus Diaz 

went beyond the Guineas and rounded the Cape of Good Hope. The ruthless Vasco da Gama 

went beyond the Cape and along the east coast of Africa to Mombasa in 1497-98.”(Sundkler 

& Steed, 2000, p. 44) The Portuguese were inspired by a type of missionary zeal, but this did 

not resemble the modern missionary movement that was to begin later in Africa. The desire to 

reach the inland populations with the Gospel was to be led by enthusiastic missionaries who 

sacrificed a great deal even to the loss of their own lives. Many have debated if the missionaries 

preceded the colonialists or followed in their wake. Going by many of our ancestors in Africa, 

the first white men they saw and met were the missionaries and then followed by the 

colonialists. 

What did the missionaries themselves think of Africa? Not much has been written in response 

to this. According to Hastings, in the Victorian era, the missionary Anna Hinderer based in 

Ibadan said in the 1860s, “O the blindness, the darkness, the foolishness of heathenism” 

Darkness is synonymous with a “dark” continent of “dark” people. This metaphoric description 

is unfortunate and untrue. These rhetorical descriptions are downgrading. They arise from 

imperialistic minds that believe in their superiority over others. The African was regarded as 

culturally and morally inferior. These mindsets unfortunately still prevail today. Lucy Jarosz 

adds,  

The identification of Africa as Dark and impenetrable was subsequently taken up by 

missionaries, travellers, and literary authors who utilized it in three major ways for a 

variety of intellectual, political, and dramatic purposes and effects but always within the 

duality of dark/light and Africa/the West.2 

Does one wonder why then did the European missionaries desire to educate the African at all? 

Perhaps the colonialists realised that they could not develop without educated Africans. They 

had to build roads, railways, other construction projects and even developed agricultural 

enterprises which they could not do on their own.  

Another of the pertinent questions asked by historians studying the role of missionaries in 

Africa is, “were the missionaries’ part and parcel of the colonial strategy in the subjugation 

and exploitation of Africa and its peoples?” Depending on whom you ask, you will receive a 

variety of interpretations of that question. George W. Carpenter states that few (of the 

colonialists) had confidence that the African was, “even capable of learning for one of the 

bitterest fruits of the African slave trade was the almost universal underestimation of African 

intelligence.”(Carpenter, 1960, p. 191) 

Missionary Investment in Education 

The missionaries did have the confidence of investing in the education of the African people 

as seen by the institutions they established in every colony that they were engaged in. In sub-

 

2Lucy Jarosz, “Constructing the Dark Continent: Metaphor as Geographic Representation of Africa,” Geografiska Annaler: Series B, Human 

Geography 74, no. 2 (August 1992): 107, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/04353684.1992.11879634. 
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Saharan Africa, one does not have to search long and hard to find a relative who studied in a 

missionary school. Colonial administrations and missionary organisations worked hand in hand 

in the founding of the educational institutions throughout Africa. 

Margaret Read speaking of the British educational policy in Africa says, “The historic 

responsibility for establishing schools in many areas of British Africa was a missionary one 

and brought with it fundamental changes in African society and African ways of living and 

thinking.”3 But what gave these missionaries the desire to engage with the locals, learn their 

language, seek to assimilate into the indigenous culture? Was it led by a desire to follow 

Christs’ command to reach out with the Gospel to all nations or as a method of subjugation by 

the colonial powers? The early missionary schools “grew out of a desire to spread the gospel” 

according to liková-Vilhanová. She added “Conversion and education or training went hand 

in hand. The primary goal of all mission societies in Africa was the winning of converts and 

therefore a heavy religious emphasis was common to all mission schools”.4 

The process for educating the Africans was simple. The beginning was their conversion into 

Christianity. The next step was to build shelters where the new converts would receive 

instruction. Roland Oliver expounds “The main means used by all the Christian missions in 

their evangelism was to found networks of village schools in which children of all ages could 

be given a very simple education in reading, writing, and arithmetic alongside the religious 

instruction leading to baptism and church membership.”(Roland Oliver, Anthony Atmore, 

2005, p. 165) The schools were rudimentary and as a structure, not impressive to the eye. The 

brighter students would progress in further training and become teachers themselves or assist 

the priests or pastors in spiritual service. According to Carpenter “they became eager pupils, 

and in due course, many of them joined the rank of teachers.”(Carpenter, 1960, p. 191) 

The “carrot and stick approach of motivation” was used in my opinion to its full extent by the 

missionaries in their educational institutions. Rewards were certainly promised or given to 

loyal students in the form of jobs, cash or promotions. This was the reflection of society at that 

time. The missionaries became the supervisors and the educated African, the teacher, the 

catechist, and the evangelist. Oliver and Atmore expound, “These educated people constituted 

a new and very real kind of leadership rivalling that of the traditional chiefs. In the Africa of 

1900–14, these mission teachers were the men and women who understood and felt at ease in 

the new world of the colonial period.”(Oliver, Atmore, 2005, p. 166) 

Where one would see a school in the rural area, it was most likely a mission school. “The 

missions held 90% of all village education in their hands”(Sundkler & Steed, 2000, p. 636) 

This resulted in almost all printed material in the initial stages of African colonialism being 

attributed to mission education, be it translations in local languages to the first printed books 

being the local Bibles. Inequalities in the form of religion, gender and tribe of those offered 

educational opportunities became apparent. In Kenya, for example, many tribal groups lacked 

educational opportunities if the missionaries had not established stations in those areas.  

 
3Margaret Read, “African Education: A Study of Educational Policy and Practice in British Tropical Africa. Oxford: Nuffield Foundation 

and Colonial Office, 1953. Pp. 187. 8 s . 6 d .,” Africa 24, no. 1 (January 1954): 66–67, 
https://www.cambridge.org/core/product/identifier/S0001972000020003/type/journal_article. 

4Viera Pawliková-Vilhanová, “Christian Missions in Africa and their Role in the Transformation of African Societies.,” Asian & African 

Studies (13351257) 16, no. 2 (August 2007): 256–7,  
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The mission schools became an important means for the advancement of the local African and 

therefore a resource to the government in its administrative division. The colonialists could 

appoint even semi-educated persons as chiefs. “C. E. Wilson of the Baptist Missionary Society, 

London, told a conference at High Leigh in Britain in 1924: ‘Almost every word printed in 

African Native languages is Christian’.”(Sundkler & Steed, 2000, p. 637)  

The Africans saw the benefit of education especially in the economic uplifting of their people. 

But not all welcomed the Europeans with open arms. The missionaries had long been suspected 

as agents of exploitation of the resources of Africa by the Africans themselves. Opposition to 

the missionary message and education was noted throughout the continent. One of West 

Africa’s greatest Christian personalities was Bishop Samuel Crowther who hailed from Sierra 

Leone and yet whose influence extended to the Niger region. During one visit to Eastern 

Nigeria in the 1860s, a local King opposed the Christian message initially, 

It was only after a new king, Ockiya, was installed that the situation became more 

favourable. The new regime encouraged Christianity and Crowther was able to reach an 

agreement about schools with the king and seven of his chiefs. Ockiya received baptism 

on his deathbed and was succeeded by a Christian chief who personally assisted Church 

and school. (Sundkler & Steed, 2000, p. 242) 

The result was that eventually they became known as a “predominantly Christian State”(Tasie 

G. O. M., 1978, p. 61) Jomo Kenyatta, writing in Facing Mount Kenya, said that the European 

missionaries regarded the African as a “clean slate on which anything could be written. (The 

African Student) was supposed to take wholeheartedly all religious dogmas of the white man 

and keep them sacred and unchallenged, no matter how alien to the African mode of 

life.”(Jomo Kenyatta, 1938, p. 269) The proponents of liberation and independence for the 

African nations came from the educated African. This must have been one of the colonialist’s 

main concern, that the African would begin to advocate for his own rights and freedom. The 

educated African was far more dangerous on the long-term than the one who would just take 

up arms and fight. 

Jomo Kenyatta who was Kenya’s founding president was a major beneficiary of missionary 

education. Even though mistakenly regarded by the British as the leader of the Mau Mau (the 

liberation army in central Kenya), he was actually not their head. Kenyatta was the symbol and 

political leader of those advocating for Kenya’s independence. When he eventually became the 

founding president of Kenya, more than half of his first cabinet was educated in the missionary 

Alliance High School in Central Kenya and it seemed ironic for him to make the following 

statement. During the fortieth anniversary of Alliance High School in 1966, the newly installed 

Kenyan President remarked, 

My memories of the Alliance go back to the very earliest days when my brother James 

Mungai was in the first batch of new pupils. The great majority of my colleagues in the 

cabinet today have attended this school, and many have later contributed by teaching here 

as well. Many of our senior Civil Servants and Officers of the Administration can thank 

the Alliance, not merely for scholastic training but also for qualities of wisdom and 

judgment and national pride.(Anderson, 1970, p. 24) 

The mission organizations resisted government control of their education systems in many 

countries, preferring to meet the needs of their flock in their unique way. Anderson adds, 
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The first twenty years of the twentieth century saw increasing missionary commitment 

to education not only to meet the demands of the converts but also to forestall any 

attempts on the part of Government to ‘take over.’ In a number of cases, despite great 

difficulties, missions refused early government offers of help because of their 

determination to retain the church’s hold on formal education.(Anderson, 1970, p. 19) 

In Uganda, the educational system was too developed by missionaries who initiated schools as 

soon as they were established in the country. “The Missionaries established a network of 

schools over the country, the largest being in Baganda”(Macpherson, 1964, p. 1) 

Education as MissionsThe benefits that missionary education brought was not just limited to 

the church but to entire societies and nations. One of the benefits of education is that the 

recipient becomes aware to a large degree of his or her rights as an individual in that society. 

This was probably one of the fears that the colonial governments and by extension the 

missionaries had. After all, the Bible itself guaranteed that all men are equal before God.  

“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, 

for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” Galatians 3:28 It was therefore a contradiction for the 

missionaries who had received the benefits of education to deny them to the people they 

proselytized to. We know from history that, 

The printing press, invented by Johannes Gutenberg, was instrumental in the spread of 

the Christian faith. The first book printed was the Bible. Christianity has been a major 

force for promoting literacy worldwide. Many of the world’s languages were first set to 

writing by missionaries.(Kurian & Lamport, 2015, p. xxiv) 

In Africa, it was no different. Missionaries translated local languages into their first written 

words and usually, it was the Bible. Education became available to both males and females 

through the schools they established. Alvin J. Schmidt reminds us just how influential Christian 

schools were in history. 

Catechetical schools, cathedral schools, episcopal schools, monasteries, medieval 

universities, schools for the blind and deaf, Sunday schools, modern grade schools, 

secondary schools, modern colleges, universities, and universal education all have one 

thing in common: they are the products of Christianity.5 

The mandate to reach out to the world with the message of Christ, (“and this gospel of the 

kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations,” 

(Matthew 24:14), remains in force for the Christian, the unreached people groups of the world 

are key to the accomplishment of Church’s mission. Its members should train, teach, equip, 

and mentor until the Lord’s return. However, missionary education was not just limited to 

academic training in Africa but extended to other spheres. Carpenter (1960) explains, 

A passing mention should be made of the training in practical arts and skills that the 

missions have also provided. There was always building to be done and furniture to be 

made, and in the early days’ craftsmen in these and other lines could rarely be found. 

Africans were therefore trained up to whatever level of knowledge the missionary himself 

 
5Alvin J Schmidt, “Under the Influence”: 191. 
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possessed, and through much practice, they often came to surpass their teachers in 

skill.(Carpenter, 1960, pp. 191–192) 

Missionary education could not be possible without the collaborative efforts of the churches 

and government. This is reflected especially between the Protestant Church and the Roman 

Catholics in Africa. This was particularly successful where there was no Muslim majority in 

the host African nation. John Anderson talks of the need for reaching out to the Africans 

becoming slanted and based on population needs. 

The arguments for rapid evangelization came to the fore, and fierce and unscrupulous 

competition between the Catholics and Protestants developed into the more populated areas, 

increasing the necessity for speed and often leaving the less populated areas and therefore 

evangelistically less attractive areas relatively uninfluenced. (Anderson, 1970, p. 15) 

The Clamour for Education 

The pioneer European explorers to Africa, including Vasco da Gama, rounded the continent of 

Africa in 1498. The colonialists who arrived in tandem with the missionaries set up learning 

institutions in non-Islamic Africa everywhere they landed, from the West Coast of Africa to 

the South and finally East Africa. The indigenous African craved for formal education and thus 

joined the missionary organisations for different motives and reasons. The focus initially was 

for technical education that would produce technicians for trade. However, the clamour for 

literary education grew with time. The African regarded being a clerk or teacher more 

preferable than a training as an artisan.  Kuster speaking on African education, 

African communities joined the mission societies and attended their schools for a variety 

of reasons. Missionaries provided food, shelter, and support to the African population in 

times of political upheaval and recurring economic and ecological crises. As places of 

employment, mission stations offered jobs to African students who could thus earn some 

extra money to pay their own and their siblings’ school fees and contribute to the family 

income. Moreover, the acquisition of strategic tools—such as knowledge of the English 

language—through mission education facilitated communication with government 

officials.6 

The African had a desire to understand the workings of the modern world and this gave him an 

insatiable appetite for Western education. Oliver and Atmore (2005) describe the birth of 

nationalism as being attributed to the first Christian educated Africans. 

These mission-educated Christians were, in fact, the first real African nationalists. Some 

of them believed that the way forward lay in joining the churches planted by the missions 

and in seeking the best employment they could get in the service of colonial governments 

and commercial companies. They hoped that one day, their children or grandchildren 

would rise naturally into the controlling positions. Others already believed that this hope 

was vain and that it would be necessary for Africans to found their own independent 

churches and to prepare for an ultimate and revolutionary challenge to the colonial 

authorities.(Oliver&Atmore, 2005, p. 167) 

 
6Sybille Küster, “‘Book Learning’ versus ‘Adapted Education’: The Impact of Phelps‐Stokesism on Colonial Education Systems in Central 

Africa in the Interwar Period,” Paedagogica Historica 43, no. 1 (February 2007): 89, 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00309230601080592. 
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Nationalists foresaw a time that they would be in charge of the administrations of their nations 

and needed the necessary skills to run their governments when the colonialists left. 

Missions and Contextualisation 

One of the greatest challenges that faced the missionaries was the tendency to reproduce 

Western education in an African context. Korieh and Njoku (2007) define the ecology of 

learning that this form of education tended to reproduce. In many ways, education and the 

gospel were Western modelled with no adoption of African norms and culture. “This creates a 

gulf between the mental equipment of missionaries and that of the indigenous people. 

Missionaries pay little attention to presenting the gospel in the form best suited to the context 

and spirit of the people.”(Korieh & Njoku, 2007, p. 112) In the World Missionary Conference 

held in Edinburgh in 1910, it was noted that “the Christian preacher is the intruder into his 

hearer's country, an innovator as to social and religious matters”, therefore “he must strive to 

understand the native concept of things and the heathen method of thinking”(Hodge, 1971, pp. 

1–2) 

Thus, the question remains, “who should teach between the missionaries and the indigenous 

nationals?” The missionaries it is argued have the right training suited for the task while the 

national does not even though they are both in service to the same God. Education and the 

gospel must be packaged in such a way that is understandable to the needs of the “consumers”. 

Darrell Whiteman adds,   

Attempts to communicate the Gospel in word and deed and to establish the church in 

ways that make sense to people within their local cultural context, presenting Christianity 

in such a way that it meets people’s deepest needs and penetrates their worldview, thus 

allowing them to follow Christ and remain within their own culture.7 

With time, Biblical education began to wane, and formal education increased to meet the needs 

of the society. There was an urgent need to train teachers in fields that were important to the 

developing nations. Science and technology became important sectors and both male and 

females included in the training. The missionary schools transformed to meet the needs of the 

population and in turn affected the training of catechists, priests and pastors. 

Conclusion 

Can one really separate education from religion? I have noted with the passing of time, the 

secular influence has grown if not completely superseded religious influence in society. This 

is not to mean that theological views are no longer relevant. Education has always been 

regarded by the African as a path to power and leadership in society. Reading and writing 

though good, did not always meet the needs of society. So strong was the desire for knowledge 

that whole families attended school as Carpenter explains, 

From the onset the importance of Christian family life was stressed; the teacher, his wife 

and their children were thought of as a demonstration unit in Christian living under 

village conditions. Consequently, the whole family came to school. Married students 

brought their wives, and children, including -according to custom in that part of Africa- 

a teenage relative to serve as ndezi or baby-sitter, helping the mother look after the small 

children. This made it possible for both parents to attend school(Carpenter, 1960, p. 192). 

 
7“Contextualization: The Theory, the Gap, the Challenge,” https://spu.edu/temp/denuol/context.htm. 
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The realization that the church needed to be more practical in its education, changed its strategy 

that was in danger of creating an elite class of educated young students who could not relate to 

societal needs.  

In the years before Independence, the Christian teacher in the village school was to take 

on a new role as local leader and interpreter for the emergent African nationalism and 

thereby to help to lay the foundation of modern Africa. In those areas where Indirect Rule 

had been the guiding policy during the colonial period, the chief had been the local leader. 

In the years of transition over to Independent Africa, this role was taken over by the 

teacher.(Sundkler & Steed, 2000, p. 644) 

The role of the Christian Missionary organizations is still crucial to the societies where they 

are found. One might argue on the role of these “faith” organizations, but the missionaries have 

brought with them structure, discipline, belief in one’s ability to achieve their full potential. 

Many of the famous universities in Europe and the United States today were originally 

established by Christian Missionaries and Biblical courses were part of the required learning. 

As I have noted earlier, many of the founding African elite were educated in missionary 

institutions and served in various capacities from politics, tutoring, management, and 

agricultural sectors of many African nations. We cannot deny the role the schools played in the 

formation of many students who were to end up being the “cream” of their societies in Africa. 
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