
RESEARCH ARTICLE

Reflections on the future of African universities

Toyin Falola

University of Texas, Austin TX, USA
Email: toyinfalola@austin.utexas.edu

Jeremiah O. Arowosegbe’s essay ‘African universities and the challenge of postcolonial
development’ sheds significant light on political and economic influences, freedom
within academia, and the role of these institutions within wider socio-political
contexts. I want to endorse some of his proposals and make additional suggestions to
comprehend the complexities and potential directions of African universities.

First, Arowosegbe’s academic freedom analysis in African universities is truly
remarkable. He astutely recognizes the political interference that has long plagued
these institutions. It is necessary to explore further the contemporary expressions of
such interference. In today’s ever changing world, where democratic values face
constant scrutiny, African universities frequently encounter pivotal moments. The
fight for intellectual freedom extends beyond direct political meddling, encompassing
more nuanced forms of influence such as reliance on government funding and
support from international donors. This complex situation presents a multifaceted
scenario in which universities must balance their independence with the need to
secure adequate funding.

The contributions of African universities in challenging political oppression and
promoting socio-political development, as emphasized by Arowosegbe, are truly
outstanding. His fine analysis can be broadened by exploring the universities’
contributions to promoting democratic values and cultivating critical thinking skills
in students. In numerous African countries where democratic institutions are still
developing, universities play a crucial role in nurturing future leaders and well-
informed citizens. This role is of utmost importance, particularly in countries facing
political unrest or authoritarian inclinations. The development of a politically and
socially aware student body has the potential to greatly influence the future direction
of these nations.

Arowosegbe also examines the impact of external global forces. It would be
advantageous to delve further into the specific effects of globalization on curriculum
development and research focus in African universities. The growing emphasis on
conforming to global educational standards and research agendas frequently results
in neglecting local issues and indigenous knowledge systems. This approach to
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education, which primarily focuses on Western perspectives, may unintentionally
contribute to the continuation of colonial influences. As a result, it can hinder the
universities’ capacity to effectively address the specific needs and priorities of the
local context. The article also explores the complex dynamics between African
universities and the state, prompting us to ponder how these institutions can
navigate the delicate balance between meeting state demands and upholding their
core intellectual objectives. The delicate balance between fulfilling their role as state
instruments and remaining independent entities dedicated to pursuing knowledge
and truth is a constant challenge. This tension is further complicated by the
increasing prevalence of privatization in higher education across the continent. The
move towards privatization brings forth a range of possibilities and obstacles. While
there are potential benefits regarding increased autonomy and reduced state control,
there is also a concern that privatization may worsen inequalities and restrict
underprivileged groups’ access to higher education.

Arowosegbe’s work could greatly benefit from adopting a forward-thinking
approach that considers the future direction of African universities amidst the ever
evolving global landscape. This involves embracing digital technologies and
innovative educational models to improve access to and the quality and relevance
of higher education in Africa. There are numerous opportunities for exploration in
online learning platforms, collaborations with global institutions, and the incorpo-
ration of technology in research and teaching. These advancements can contribute to
addressing the structural and funding challenges mentioned in the article. It is crucial
to delve deeper into the effects of economic limitations on African universities, as
Arowosegbe briefly mentioned. The severe lack of financial support for these
institutions is a great concern. This tight grip on finances hampers their ability to
conduct research and hurts the calibre of education provided. Arowosegbe’s
argument regarding economic factors could be further developed to investigate
the direct relationship between funding, research productivity and the overall
excellence of education. In addition, exploring different funding models, such as
endowments, public–private partnerships and alumni funding, may provide potential
solutions to this ongoing problem.

The development of academic departments in African universities, another topic
explored in Arowosegbe’s article, is also an important area for further exploration.
The curriculum should be re-evaluated to better reflect Africa’s distinct socio-
economic and cultural landscape, moving away from some of its Eurocentric focus.
Integrating indigenous knowledge systems and local context into the curriculum can
greatly enhance the relevance and impact of higher education. This curriculum
transformation goes beyond content and encompasses pedagogical approaches that
align with African realities. We can create a stronger connection between theoretical
knowledge and practical application by actively involving local communities,
industries and governments in curriculum development. This approach can enhance
the employability of graduates and their ability to have a positive impact on society.

Furthermore, the article would benefit from a thoughtful exploration of gender
equality in African universities, enhancing its analysis of postcolonial development
challenges. Exploring matters concerning the portrayal and handling of women as
students and faculty is of utmost importance. The disparities in higher education
based on gender have wide-ranging implications for the development of society and
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the pursuit of equality. Tackling these inequalities necessitates alterations in policies
and transformations in the mindset of universities and the communities they cater to.
Another dimension that deserves attention is the role of African universities in
international collaborations and networks.

Although Arowosegbe acknowledges the impact of external global forces, it is
crucial to thoroughly examine how African universities can strategically participate
in international research collaborations to elevate their global reputation while
maintaining a strong emphasis on local significance. The demands of global
integration have to be balanced with local necessities. However, these institutions
must position themselves as respected contributors to the global academic
community.

Arowosegbe’s article would be enhanced by exploring the alumni networks of
African universities. The untapped potential of these networks in supporting
university development through mentorship, funding and strategic partnerships is
often overlooked. Having a robust network of alumni can greatly benefit universities
in various ways. It can contribute to their financial stability, strengthen their global
reach and support current students. Expanding on the examination of African
universities in the postcolonial context, it is crucial to explore the impact of these
institutions in promoting innovation and entrepreneurship. Arowosegbe’s article,
although thorough in its examination of history and socio-political factors, could
benefit from a more in-depth exploration of the role universities can play in driving
economic development and fostering innovation. Universities play a crucial role in
various regions as educational institutions and as catalysts for economic
advancement. They contribute to growth by researching and developing, fostering
startups, and forging industry partnerships. Given the urgent need for economic
development, this aspect is paramount for Africa.

In addition, African universities face distinct challenges and opportunities
concerning the environmental sustainability and climate change agenda. Given the
pressing environmental challenges that our continent is currently grappling with,
universities must step up and take on the responsibility of researching sustainable
practices. Additionally, they have a crucial role in shaping and enlightening the minds
of future generations, moulding them into passionate environmental stewards. This
calls for a curriculum that seamlessly incorporates environmental sciences,
sustainable development and strategies for adapting to climate change. In addition,
African universities have the potential to be exemplars of sustainable practices in
their operations and campus management.

Another aspect that deserves attention is students’ and faculty’s well-being and
overall health. The demands of the academic world, combined with the various
challenges posed by society and the economy, can profoundly impact one’s mental
well-being. Arowosegbe’s article could explore how universities can enhance the well-
being of the communities where they are located. This could include providing
counselling services and wellness programmes and fostering a campus culture
prioritizing mental health awareness. In addition, the Covid-19 pandemic’s effect on
African universities is a crucial aspect that aligns with Arowosegbe’s analysis. The
pandemic has thrown academic schedules into disarray and has compelled a
reassessment of conventional educational models. The swift transition to online
learning brought to light the possibilities and difficulties of digital education in Africa.
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This experience offers a significant opportunity to examine how African universities
can navigate future crises, harness technology in education, and maintain
uninterrupted learning.

Given the rich linguistic diversity of the African continent, the choice of language
used for university instruction is a subject that merits further investigation. The
prevalence of European languages in higher education can sometimes disconnect
many students from their cultural heritage and potentially impede their
comprehension. A more sophisticated approach to language policy, which
incorporates local languages in higher education, has the potential to improve
learning outcomes and foster cultural preservation.

Expanding on the discussion initiated by Arowosegbe’s article on African
universities, it becomes clear that the dialogue surrounding these educational
institutions should also include the rapidly changing digital landscape. The disparity
in digital access and resources between African countries and more developed nations
poses a significant challenge and potential opportunity for these universities.
Investigating how African universities can utilize digital technologies to improve
educational delivery and foster research and global academic collaborations is
important.

Another aspect that deserves attention is the role of African universities in
contributing to national and regional policymaking. Universities are more than just
places of education; they serve as important sources of knowledge and research that
have the power to shape policy choices. This role is of utmost importance in Africa,
where numerous countries face challenges such as poverty, health crises, political
instability and economic development. Universities can offer research and analysis
based on evidence, which can be used to inform policymaking. This ensures that
policies are rooted in the specific realities and requirements of the local context.

Arowosegbe’s article has the potential to delve into the significance of cultivating a
climate that promotes critical thinking and rigorous scholarship within African
universities. In many parts of the continent, the education system promotes rote
learning and a lack of critical thinking. Universities have the chance to reshape this
narrative by fostering critical analysis, lively debate and innovative thinking among
students. This shift is crucial for cultivating a generation of thinkers and leaders who
can tackle the continent’s challenges creatively and efficiently. Furthermore, access
and equity in African higher education remain a major concern. Although
Arowosegbe discusses economic and structural challenges, a deeper examination
of the approaches to enhance opportunities for underrepresented and disadvantaged
groups is required. This encompasses not only programmes for financial assistance
but also endeavours to support students from various backgrounds regarding
language, culture and educational attainment.

The inclusion of African universities in the global academic community is a subject
that warrants greater consideration. Arowosegbe’s analysis of external influences
could be expanded to encompass how African universities can position themselves as
equal and engaged contributors in global academic discussions and research
partnerships. This requires overcoming practical and financial obstacles and
questioning the prevailing Eurocentric viewpoints that sway the academic world.

The article offers a solid foundation and leads us to do further research into how to
tackle the changing role of African universities in a global context. This involves
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embracing a progressive approach to education, incorporating cutting-edge teaching
methods, and actively shaping the continent’s future. One important aspect to
highlight is cultivating a mindset that encourages student entrepreneurship. African
universities possess the capacity to serve as breeding grounds for innovation,
cultivating an environment where students are motivated to devise remedies for both
local and global predicaments. This drive for innovation, combined with a strong
focus on intellectual excellence, has the potential to position African universities as
leaders in driving social and economic progress.

Furthermore, it is crucial to emphasize the influence of African universities on
promoting social justice and equality. As institutions dedicated to knowledge and
scholarship, it is incumbent on them to confront social disparities and contribute to a
fair and inclusive society. This encompasses inclusive policies, practices, research and
programmes that directly address inequality, discrimination and human rights.
Moreover, the inclusion of arts and humanities in the curriculum is crucial. Often
overlooked in favour of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
subjects, the arts and humanities offer valuable perspectives and skills that are
essential for a well-rounded education. These fields cultivate imagination, analytical
reasoning and an effective grasp of societal and historical backgrounds, enhancing the
scholarly journey and equipping students for a wide range of personal and
professional trajectories.

Ultimately, the long-term viability of African universities in an ever evolving
global landscape is a pressing matter. This sustainability extends beyond financial
considerations and encompasses the need to adapt to technological advancements,
evolving labour market demands, and global environmental challenges. African
universities should strive to be dynamic and progressive, constantly adapting to cater
to the demands of their students and communities.

Overall, Arowosegbe’s article provides a solid foundation for comprehending the
postcolonial obstacles African universities face. It will be beneficial to expand on
many of his ideas and suggestions. Embracing innovation, fostering entrepreneurship,
advocating for social justice, integrating diverse disciplines and ensuring sustainabil-
ity are all crucial for African universities to unlock their full potential in shaping a
prosperous and equitable future for the continent.

Toyin Falola is the Jacob and Frances Sanger Mossiker Chair in the Humanities and Professor of History
at the University of Texas in Austin. He is a recipient of over twenty honorary doctorates.
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