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The Palgrave Handbook of African Education and Indigenous Knowledge 
endeavors to address the fundamental elements that make up education 
across the African continent. These according to the present volume are 
Indigenous, Islamic or Muslim, and Western education systems, and the 
book rigorously attempts to tackle and frame each form of education that 
influences Africa’s multitiered systems of learning. In order to do so it 
argues that indigenous knowledge as a form of education must be centered 
in learning on the continent, with the later arrivals Islamic and Western 
education making up the broader spectrum of schooling that exists. 

It is from this vantage point that Jamaine Abidogun’s introduction 
frames the collection as a challenge to notions of Africa as a continent that 
was devoid of its own education systems prior to the arrival of Islam and 
more specifically the incursion of colonialism. Acknowledgment of African 
indigenous education systems, according to Abidogun, has been slow to 
manifest and had primarily been omitted from academic discourses until 
the 1990s. The present book seeks to offer both recognition and legitimiza-
tion of Indigenous knowledge systems across Africa. 

In doing so, the handbook frames its arguments in the context of pan-
African decolonization and is made up of 38 chapters, which are divided 
into four sections to frame the contributions of African and Africanist 
academics. These four sections are “Africa Histories of Education,” “Africa 
Indigenous Education,” “Islamic and Muslim African Education,” and 
“African Education: National or Neo-colonial Constructions.” Under this 
vast spectrum, the work encompasses all levels of schooling with its chap-
ters addressing elementary, tertiary, and lifelong learning. 

The volume contributes to contemporary discourse on decoloniza-
tion of education in African settings and this central theme is discussed 
at length in both George J. Sefa’s foreword and Abidogun’s introduction. 
It is also the subject of Gloria Emeagwali’s chapter, “African Indigenous 
Knowledges and the Decolonisation of Education in Africa,” which con-
tends that the process of decolonization can only come to fruition through 
Africanization and the full incorporation of African indigenous knowledge 
systems (AIKS) into the continent’s current educational sphere.
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While some chapters do not propose answers or solutions toward 
African education’s decolonization, Emeagwali’s calls for Africans to 
achieve this by choosing to “reverse the process whereby settler colonists 
and their activities, no matter how outrageous become the focal point . . . 
and indigenous Africans and their epistemologies . . . become a footnote.” 
This Emeagwali argues will lead to a pan-African understanding of self 
that will enable Africans to dispel the Eurocentricity of colonial and post-
colonial education (p. 337). 

In addition to contemporary presentations of education in Africa, the 
volume offers analysis of education in ancient and medieval historical con-
texts. Julia Troche’s chapter, “Ancient Africa Education: Egypt and Nubia,” 
details Africa’s contributions to education that predated and inspired later 
Hellenic influence (p. 41). In doing so, Troche does away with the misper-
ception of Egypt’s contributions to knowledge being better aligned with 
the Mediterranean than Africa, a position that is strengthened by Nubia’s 
inclusion and regional location to cement the bridge between Egyptian and 
Sudanic knowledge systems.

“East African Indigenous Education: Before the Era of Islam,” by 
Daniel Sifuna, looks retrospectively at education in eastern Africa and 
covers Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda, bringing lifelong learning into 
the discussion about the purpose of education prior to the arrival of later 
education models. To convey its premise, the chapter illustrates the com-
munalism of subject societies such as the Baganda, Ngoni, and Gikuyu, 
and demonstrates how these societies evolved through learning. Sifuna 
categorizes lifelong learning into the four phases of life (childhood, ado-
lescence, adulthood, and elderhood), reporting strategies that were used 
in the socialization of community members, which Sifuna states were 
heavily influenced by the social environment. This ranged from education 
that was formal or informal, gender specific, ethno-national, or related 
to genealogy. 

Inevitably, the chapter also addresses the impact of Islamic and West-
ern education models on indigenous lifelong education, which Sifuna posits 
was eventually disrupted by the emergence of structured education institu-
tions under these two influences. In particular, school attendance has had 
a negative effect on indigenous education, as it teaches young people to 
discern between the traditional and the modern. Yet, Sifuna also suggests 
that syncretism has meant that elements of indigenous education can still 
be found in many “Islamised and westernised communities” and also is 
likely to have a presence in rural societies rather than urban settings.
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The book’s attempts to address education across the continent in its 
entirety results in some minor issues with accuracy and overgeneralization; 
however, this is inevitable in a volume of this range and ambition. Given 
the gravitas of the task to convey such a broad spectrum of education across 
culture and regions, some inaccuracies are to be expected and are apparent 
from the beginning. The introduction frames Islam and Muslim culture’s 
arrival and development in Africa as less threatening compared to what 
occurred during European colonization. This is indeed true for the most part, 
particularly in West Africa. However, it does not acknowledge the complex-
ity of Islam’s history in East Africa, such as the Kilwa Sultanate’s control 
of countries along Africa’s east coast and the Ottoman slave plundering of 
Sudan’s Nile valley, which add violence and complication to this account. 

The temptation to use broad generalizations to frame arguments is also 
evident and is problematic to the handbook’s intention to undo inaccurate 
ideas of education in Africa. To achieve this aim, the contributors needed to 
be encouraged to address specific regions or countries and avoid imprecision 
due to the use of homogeneous generalizations of education on the continent. 
In chapters where generalization has been allowed, academics are exposed 
by the limits of their regional or country-specific knowledge, resulting in 
illustrations of narrow understanding of the wider African education context. 

In part 3, Emilie Roy’s chapter “Islamic Education in Contemporary 
Africa” offers a detailed explanation of the range of schooling that makes up 
Qur’anic and Islamic education in Africa. This includes traditional Qur’an 
schools, modernized Qur’an schools, and Islamic hybrid schooling, and 
the chapter seeks to address Qur’anic schooling’s place within African gov-
ernments’ educational policies. However, Roy’s reference to sub-Saharan 
student experiences of Islamic education in the Middle East and what this 
revealed about the quality of Islamic education at home included Sudan in 
the Middle East along with Saudi Arabia and Egypt to make this point. As 
a result, Sudan’s presence in the Sahel and sub-Saharan Africa is removed. 

In addition, in spite of earlier caveats that Roy does not apply some of 
her claims to every country, the statement, “no country in Sub-Saharan 
Africa has yet established an institutionalised and effective gateway for stu-
dents from traditional Qur’anic schools to enter the formal system (p. 363)”  
is inaccurate and it can be argued, caused by Sudan’s exclusion from the 
chapter’s Africa discourse. This is also a concern given that Bakheit Moham-
med Nur’s contribution, “Muslim Education Policies and Epistemologies 
in African Tertiary Education,” touches on previous Sudanese Islamist 
regimes’ establishment of Islamic universities and educational pathways 
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(566). As a result, Roy unwittingly ignores Qur’anic education as a path-
way into university that came into effect in 1990 following Omar Bashir’s 
announcement that education at all levels should follow Islamic principles, 
a year after the National Congress Party’s (NCP) 1989 military coup. 

In addition, Roy’s inference that African nation-states generally strug-
gle to work with religion in an educational context is also contrasted 
by Amy Stambach’s chapter, “Where Religion and Education Meet in 
Africa,” which suggests that state education and religious institutions are 
indeed allied “when either or both religion and education are institution-
alised.” Stambach uses the example of the Qadiriyya Sufi movement in 
Nigeria to expound this point and evidences its close working relationship 
with the government of President Buhari (707). 

The book also examines gender and education in Africa with particu-
lar attention to Muslim societies. The chapter “Gendering Contemporary 
Islamic Education,”’ by Halima Evelyn Yusuf, deals with the intersections 
of gender and religion and their specific impact on girls’ education. Yusuf ’s 
chapter traces how women are framed within an Islamic context, with text 
from the Qur’an and Hadith used to underscore exploitation and misin-
terpretation that has led some African Muslim societies to neglect female 
education. The chapter offers a blunt and honest appraisal of Islamic text 
and challenges the often solitary examples from Islamic history of female 
education and scholarship. 

Halimatou Hima’s “Francophone Education Intersectionalities: Gen-
der, Language and Religion” follows on from Yusuf ’s discourse and comple-
ments it by adding the implications for girls’ learning when poor standards 
of schooling intersect with existing ideas about female roles in Afro-Islamic 
societies. Hima argues that the outcome is further gender disparities for 
girls in Afro-Islamic communities. Additionally, Hima analyzes educators’ 
roles in resistance; specifically highlighted are the roles of Malamas (female 
Islamic teachers) such as Nana Asma’u Dan Fodio and Malama A’ishatu, 
who educated communities during the British occupation of Nigeria, and 
they are used to illustrate the elevated station female scholars have held 
within Afro-Islamic societies. However, Hima is also careful not to create 
the image of the Malamas as prevalent when many girls and women were 
not given the opportunity to fulfil their educational potential.

There are some considerations to be made for future editions of this 
handbook. The current text concentrates its analysis on Anglophone and 
Francophone nations, which results in the omission of contributions about 
Lusophone Africa. The inclusion of Lusophone countries would add texture 
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to the picture of Africa that this volume seeks to build. In keeping with 
this, there are also no chapters detailing education on the continent’s island 
nations, and again their omission is a lost opportunity to analyze education 
in Africa’s smaller nation-states.

The book commences with rousing calls to decolonize and African-
ize education centering indigenous education at the core of pedagogies 
at all educational levels. However, it falls short of informing readers of 
practical stages toward such development and results in the key message 
being diluted by chapters on the failings of current African governments’ 
education policies, discourses that are already familiar to those interested 
in African education. Perhaps this is because of the multiple subjectivities 
that are covered in this edited volume and perhaps this will be addressed in 
the next edition. As a call to a pan-African model of education, this effort 
needs to be at the forefront of delivering clear ideas of what that might look 
like as a working model. 

The book offers an overview of African education that will allow 
students opportunities to broaden their understanding of contemporary 
and historical African education. It offers perspectives on the importance 
of indigenous African knowledge that have been omitted from discourses 
about education on the continent in favor of Islamic and Western school-
ing. By placing indigenous learning at the center of African education The 
Palgrave Handbook of African Education and Indigenous Knowledge gives 
students and researchers insight into the richness of Africa’s multiple 
streams of education.
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