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International Students, a National Asset or a Poisonous 

Alumni: An Empirical Investigation of the Experience of Sub-

Saharan Students in Morocco 
MOHAMMED OUHEMMOU and MOHAMED EL AMINE MOUMINE 

Abstract  

One of the major objectives of government-funded international educational exchange 

programs is to create a positive attitude among the students and future leaders and turn them 

into a vehicle through which the host country’s culture, values, and ideas are promoted. 

Establishing and funding exchange programs alone does not guarantee that students will 

develop a positive attitude towards their host country. International students do not always 

become a valuable source. That is, if the host country’s educational system is not structured 

in a way that provides a friendly environment for international students, they can turn into 

poisonous alumni that harm the image of the host country. The objective of this paper is to 

explore educational mobility from Sub-Saharan African countries towards Morocco. The policy 

faces some significant challenges related to discriminatory public attitudes. The paper 

explores the links of interaction by viewing the friendship ties that Sub-Saharan students build 

during their stay in Morocco. Consequently, the social exclusion and hostile societal attitude 

lead the students to develop negative attitude towards Morocco, which runs against the whole 

logic of student mobility. In brief, this paper argues that more attention should be devoted to 

the views which these students develop while staying in the country.  

Keywords: International education, Sub-Saharan Students, Student mobility, Racism, 

Attitudes, Soft Power 

Introduction  

ince its independence, Morocco’s relations with Africa went through 

continuous ebbs and flows. Starting from the post-independence zeal, and 

unity ideals which were interrupted by territorial disputes between 

States, and political disagreements between regimes. The withdrawal of 

Morocco from the Organization of African Unity, after discussions related to 

Morocco’s territorial integrity, represented the extreme downfall in these 

relations. The relatively recent revival of Moroccan interest in Africa initiated a 

series of dynamics predicting a positive and promising future. 
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Immigration has always represented a recurrent source of dispute in 

Moroccan-African relations. Starting from the 1990s Morocco began to become 

a final destination for thousands of Sub-Saharan immigrants. The treatment of 

these immigrants through law 02-03 have generated adverse reactions both at 

the African as well as the international level. Incidents like the Ceuta and Melilla 

event in 2005 when more than 600 migrants tried to climb the high fence 

surrounding the cities of Ceuta and Melilla in an attempt to cross to the Spanish 

border, and at least 6 of them were shot dead, and others were severely injured. 

This incident and many similar others have created a negative image with 

regards to Morocco’s commitment to the protection of migrants. 

In this dynamic of turbulence, there was a story of cooperation and 

collaboration. The story concerned the students’ mobility through Moroccan 

government-funded scholarships to pursue higher education in Moroccan 

institutions. The experience of Sub-Saharan alumni in Morocco represents a 

mutual interest and desire to maintain cooperation, as much as it represents 

Morocco’s desire to reduce tensions and win friends in Africa. Between 1995 

and 2009 the number of Sub-Saharan students accessing Moroccan higher 

education institutions augmented from 1,040 to 5,623 alumni. Morocco is 

ranked first among North African countries as a primary destination for Sub-

Saharan students (Berriane, 2012: 160). Sub-Saharan students benefit from free 

access to Moroccan public universities and higher education institutes, as well 

as a modest scholarship to finance living expenses, and also the possibility of 

benefiting from accommodation at public university campuses. 

The continuously increasing numbers of Sub-Saharan students in Moroccan 

private and public higher education institutions represents both a fruit of 

Moroccan-Africa cooperation, as well as a result of the Moroccan State to 

expand its soft power, and influence in Africa. Since Morocco withdrew from the 

Organization of African Unity (OAU) in 1984, these students served as one of the 

few links to the continent and its institutions. Morocco sought to tone down the 

consequences of its withdrawal from the OAU, and the possibilities of being 

isolated and excluded from the affairs of the continent by establishing channels 

of bilateral cooperation in which education was at the forefront. The multilateral 

mechanisms of interaction formerly provided through the body of the OAU were 

substituted by links of agreements (Berriane, 2012). 
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The promotion of educational mobility between Morocco and the African 

States did not only reflect Morocco’s desire to maintain links with its “strategic 

depth” (Murinson, 2006: 160) through bilateral relations but also signposted 

long-term objectives. Educational mobility is believed to have enabled Morocco 

to build a positive image on the continent. It was also part of the Moroccan 

strategy to internationalise its higher education, and “position itself as one of 

the principal international destinations for Sub-Saharan students” (Berriane, 

2012; p. 156). A factor which will not only boost the increasingly growing and 

diversifying education industry in Morocco but will also lead to the formation of 

what Berriane (2012: 56) calls a “Moroccan-educated elite.” 

However, Morocco’s experience in internationalising its higher education 

is still nascent and faces various challenges. Some of these challenges are related 

to infrastructure and language. Also, there are challenges related to negative 

social perception, which lead many students to develop negative perceptions 

about Morocco. The findings of this paper reveal that Sub-Saharan students are 

challenged with highly hostile and xenophobic attitudes in the public sphere, 

and therefore, they become what Wesley (2009) calls a “poisonous alumni” 

instead of being national asset and a source of soft power. The primary data is 

collected through fieldwork whose instruments are questionnaire distributed 

among Sub-Saharan students in Morocco, and the second source is instrument 

semi-structured interviews conducted with major shareholder in the field, 

namely, members of student collectives, officials at the ministry of higher 

education, and officials at the Moroccan Agency for International Cooperation.  

International Student Mobility as a political tool 

Soft power is an indirect way by which States shape the views and behaviour of 

other States. This practice is often done by making one’s values, culture, political 

system, and domestic and foreign policies attractive to others to the extent that 

they seek to emulate them. Hence, the number of tourists, international 

students, publications, research in all academic fields are some of the indicators 

of soft power. If used properly, such distinct elements can improve the image of 

a country and make people sympathetic to its values and policies. In this regard, 

education represents the cornerstone of soft power. Alongside, with movies and 

tourism, education is one of the essential means by which a country’s culture 

and values are spread worldwide, given strength and legitimacy. Many States 
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use knowledge to shape the views of other citizens and form an Elite receptive 

audience. Essential to this point is Nye’s (2003) reference to international 

education as one of the sources of American soft power. 

International scholarships are one of how education is integrated with soft 

power tools. International awards reflect a balance between a genuine altruistic 

desire to help people from other countries as well as well calculated self-

interests. On the level of discourse, altruistic intentions are the backbone of all 

the internationally-famed training programs. However, shaping the views and 

attitudes of international students is also often a primary objective of almost all 

these programs, such as the American Fulbright, or the British Chevening. In an 

internal report on British government scholarship it has been stated that: 

“Several of our scholarships are intended to help Britain win friends and 

influence people abroad. Most of these schemes aim to attract people 

taking a leading part in the future in their field of study and in their own 

countries generally, or who seem likely to do so.” (cited in Welson, 2014, p. 

2) 

Studying abroad can be an excellent experience for many scholars; for 

others it can even be a life-changing experience. The knowledge, the mindset, 

and the contacts which scholars gain abroad can play a crucial role in boosting 

their careers. Therefore, it is not strange that such individuals might develop a 

sense of loyalty towards their sponsors. Yet, such commitment and a need to 

give back is never direct in a blunt manner. Instead, an indirect and effective 

relationship is more practical empower understanding instead of hostility. One 

official at the French scholarship program Entente Cordial states: 

“We would not expect, for example, a French civil servant to explicitly 

push[..] British interest. I mean that is not what their job is about. But we 

would expect them to be sympathetic to those interests and we would 

expect them to have perhaps a deeper understanding of them.” (cited in 

Welson, 2014, p. 41) 

Other programs are less covert in their methods as well as their 

expectations. The US State Department has The International Visitor Leadership 

Program, which is more direct about attracting current and future international 

leaders. The program seeks to “cultivate lasting relationships between current 

and emerging professionals around the world and their American counterparts” 
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and “provide opportunities for foreign opinion-makers to gain firsthand 

knowledge about U.S. society, culture and politics” (Wilsom, 2014: 91). The 

function model of such program is grounded in the contact hypothesis, as well 

as the opinion-leader model. Interestingly, the program does not have an 

application process, but instead, American diplomats track down individuals 

who are expected to reach high positions in their countries and invite them to 

participate in the program. The program proves to be working quite well; hence, 

more than 330 past and present heads of States are members of the programs’ 

alumni. 

Other countries also realise the tremendous relevance of education to soft 

power. Hence, the Pew30 research on global attitudes shows that education and 

scientific advances are the most appreciated aspect of Chinese Soft Power in 

Africa and Latin America (Holyk, 2013). Following the Tiananmen crises, and the 

crackdown on student protests, China recognised that the spread of Western 

values through media and education does not only threaten the rule Chinese 

Communist Party but also the unity of the Chinese nation. Consequently, the 

Chinese premier Ding launched the “spiritual civilisation” campaign against the 

bourgeois values. The new campaign prevailed at all cultural and educational 

levels, yet it was not until 2000s that China decided to promote education as a 

tool to face Western values worldwide (Ding, 2006). 

Starting from 2000s, China began promoting education to establish a 

reliable network for communication with local communities, and improve its 

language and culture. China has branded its new initiative by the name of the 

551 BC philosopher and thinker, Confucius. (Zaharna et al., 2014). It established 

its first Confucius Institute CI in 2004 in the capital of South Korea. Since then, 

the quantity of institutions have been increasing impressively. By now, there are 

more than 353 Confucius Institutions spreading in more than 100 countries 

(Ren, 2012). CI has partnerships with more than 2,500 universities across the 

globe, which offer Chinese language classes for more than 40 million students 

(Ren, 2012). 

On a parallel path, China sought to internationalise its higher education. 

Since the 1990s China initiated a process of collaboration and cooperation 

between its universities and other universities abroad. By 2010 there were more 

 
30 American think tank that focused on social issues and demographic trends around the world. 
(pewresearch.org) 
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than 1,000 accords between China and foreign universities. Satellite universities 

were also established, for example, the University of Nottingham established a 

branch in the Zhejian in mainland China. Yet, China seems to suffer some 

setbacks on this front. Yale University had to cancel a partnership agreement 

with the University of Beijing after allegations of low-quality courses and 

widespread tolerance of plagiarism (NYT, 2012). 

International Students: The National Asset, or the Poisonous Alumni 

International students can become a valuable source that adopts and spreads 

the host country’s culture, values, and ideals. On the other hand, the host 

country’s educational system and its society can be misinformed and structured 

in a way that fails to provide a friendly environment for international students. 

Therefore, the latter can turn into poisonous alumni that harm the image and 

reputation of the host country. In this regard, the experience of Indian students 

in Australia makes an exemplary case. 

For decades, Australia established itself as a favourite destination for 

thousands of international students from the Pacific region. According to the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS, 2019) higher education industry represents 

18 billion dollars. Each year, Australia received an average of 600,000 

international students. However, such reputation was put at risk because of the 

rise of unwelcoming societal attitudes, and the lax and lenient regularisation of 

the education sector. Hence, the 2019 ABC report entitled “Cash Cows” has 

documented the unscrupulous practices of some university agents who in their 

attempt to recruit as many international students as possible, they provide false 

information about their courses, prices, types of support and even help 

international students to defrauded their English Language tests (ABC, 2019). 

The unfriendly societal attitudes towards international, and more specifically 

Indian students affected the image of the country as hospitable education 

environment. While the lax regularisation of the educational sector led to a 

series of scams on international students which in turn made the country look 

like an unsafe destination for students (Byrne & Hall, 2011). 

The year 2009 represented the peak of xenophobic and racist attacks 

against immigrants, and international students, uniquely Indian international 

students. Cities like Melbourne witnessed a series of violent attacks against 

Indian students. Initially, the Australian government tried to paint the attacks as 
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random and “opportunistic violence” incidents, covering any racist motivations 

which would eventually spoil the view of Australia as a racism-free country. Also, 

scams against students exacerbated the situation. False immigration agents 

provided fraudulent education documents through corrupt institutions. The 

scammers trapped their victims into enrolling in Australian educational 

institutions to support subsequent residency claims. Yet, before the Australian 

government could act to address the escalating situation, much damage was 

already done. The coverage of the international as well as Indian media of the 

violent attacks against immigrants and international students highlighted an 

image of Australia as an unwelcoming, and unfriendly society. The student visa 

application between 2006 and 2011, which is an excellent indicator for the 

interest in the country as a destination for study indicates a radical and historic 

drop in the number of Indian students interested in studying in Australia. 

 
Figure 1: The rate of Indian student visa applications, lodged and granted (2006-2011)31  

Starting in 2009, the number of inbound Indian students declined radically. 

The perception of Australia and Australian education was also affected. Hence, 

studies show that the Indian understanding of social equality in Australia fell 

from the 7th rank in 2008 to the 34th rank in 2010 (Cull, 2010). Similarly, in terms 

of popular perception, Australia was considered by Indians as one of the 

friendliest nations in the world in 2008. Yet, such ranking declined dramatically, 

by 2010 Australia was ranked as 46th in list of countries which contain only 50 

State (Anholt, 2010). 

 
31 Source: Department of Immigration and Citizenship, Student visa program trends, 2004–05 to 
2010–11, accessed on 11 October 2011 
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The emerging negative image of Australia as a racist and unwelcoming 

society has had severe economic, social, and political effects. First, the image 

revived and reinforced the lingering image of Australia among its neighbouring 

states as a condescending and supremacist state. Australia has struggled 

throughout the 1990s to wash out the effect of “white Australia policy” and 

integrate itself friendly within its immediate geopolitical context (Elkin, 1945). 

Such negative image could have led to a decrease in the flow of foreign 

investments if it was not addressed urgently. 

Concerning international students, the emerging negative perception of 

Australia did not only mean international students could no longer be an asset 

for Australia and its public diplomacy, but they could even turn into a liability 

and further disseminate the negative image of the country. As stated before, 

international students can be vehicles of the ideas and ideals of the host 

country. Yet, when their own experience is not favourable, their attitudes are 

adverse and such reactions can be equally disseminated.  

Australia’s experience of hosting international students provides highly 

essential lessons on the interlink between education, and foreign policy as well 

as other policies areas such as trade and economy. School is an excellent tool to 

foster socioeconomic development at the domestic level. It can also be 

integrated into foreign laws, as international education can be a great source of 

hard currency. It can improve the country’s image and serve as a tool for 

manufacturing sympathy. However, if the general sociopolitical context is not 

considered carefully, international students can turn into a “poisonous alumni” 

or a device that generates apathy and hostility.  

Sub-Saharan Students in Morocco: Challenging the Myth of Welcome  

As far as geography is concerned, Morocco is located in the extreme North-West 

of Africa, just 14 kilometres away from Spain, it is bordering the North Atlantic 

Ocean, and the South shore of the Mediterranean Sea (CIA Factbook, 2019). 

However, on the imaginary level, the Moroccan territory is located somewhere 

between what Bernard Lewis qualifies as: 

“The Barbarians of the east and the south [who] were polytheists and 

idolaters offering no serious threat and no competition at all to Islam. In the 

north and the west, in contrast, Muslims from an early date recognised a 

genuine rival a competing world, a distinct civilisation.” (Lewis, 1990: 2) 
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Though Lewis’s statement is to be considered with high reserve, it strangely 

echoes the late King Hassan II’s statement that “Morocco is a country whose 

roots are in Africa and its branches stretch towards Europe.” (Lewis, 1990: 4) A 

statement which reflects tendency to fixate Morocco as a land in-between, not 

belonging wholly to Africa, and not Europe. Put differently, being geographically 

situated in Africa, yet, culturally in Europe. This attitude manifests a peculiar 

case of the intersection of geography and culture. The dilemma of space and its 

influence on identity and political culture. 

Such issue is epitomized in Moroccan media discourse towards Sub-

Saharan migrants, and more specifically slightly racist and infamous news article 

titles such as “Black grasshoppers invade northern Morocco”, and Hebdo’s 

article which refers to Sub-Saharans in the country as “Le Péril Noir..” or “The 

Black Danger”. In other words, for an outside Western observer, Morocco is an 

African State, yet, in the Moroccan collective imagination, Morocco belongs 

somewhere between Europe, and Africa. Therefore, the lines of cultural identity 

are made with the Middle East, and not with Africa. The arrival of Sub-Saharan 

African migrants and refugees has always been labelled in the media using 

metaphors of invasion. However, the influx of Syrian refugees after the 2011 

revolt, has never been qualified by the press as invasion. Instead it was often 

referred to as ‘a journey of hope and suffering’. The notion of "Moroccan 

Hospitality" and "Islamic solidarity" are invoked in favour of Syrian immigrants 

and refugees but denied to other Sub-Saharan African refugees. The 

contradiction in the two cases indicates that the anxiety over the arrival of 

migrants is not motivated by concern over the security or welfare of country, 

but only by fear and intolerance of the appearance of the dangerous 

"Other"(Hall, 1996). 

The extensive denial discourse adopted by many Moroccans, and 

Morocco's belonging to Africa does not in itself negate the alarming levels of 

racism and discrimination that immigrants and international students 

experience and which various human rights groups have documented. For 

instance, the country’s leading anti-racism group, GADEM (2010a), has 

documented different discriminatory practices against Sub-Saharans in the 

country, especially when it comes to accessing essential services such as health 

and education. Similarly, Médecins Sans Frontière (2010) has documented 
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various types of physical abuses and mistreatment against transit Sub-Saharan 

migrants in the country.  

In this respect, the attempt to explore whether or not Sub-Saharan 

students feel subjected to racism, and to what extent does this perception of 

racism affects their mobility experience and their attitude towards Morocco, the 

research reveals that contrary to the often-cited testimonies of tourists (white, 

Westerners) which often paint Morocco as a country of acceptance and 

hospitality, therefore creating “happy talk.” Sub-Saharan students view the land 

differently. It is only 16.9 per cent out of the 64 out of 380 research participants 

that have stated that they strongly agree or tend to agree with the statement 

that “Moroccans are hospitable”. On the opposite side, 35.5 per cent of 

participants said that they tend to disagree with the statement, while 14.2 per 

cent stated that they strongly disagree. In other words, 49.7 per cent of the 

participants have negative opinions about one of Morocco’s cultural markers, 

that is 'hospitality'. 

 
Figure 2: Students’ perception of Moroccan ‘Hospitality’. 

The policy of Moroccan state in the body of the AMCI is producing the 

opposite of its intended objective and effects, which is having an African elite, 

which has studied in Morocco, knows Morocco, and therefore, friendly towards 

Morocco and its interest in Africa. Sub-Saharan students do not seem to hold 

positive views about the country, and the claim of its people as being 

“hospitable”. Convictions about hospitality are equally linked to perception of 

racism. Hence, the figure below shows that the feeling of being discriminated 

against is a constant in the lives of students. 
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Figure 3: Students’ perception of racism 

Figure 3 shows that 76.0 per cent of students reported high levels of racism. 

More specifically, 12.1 of the participants, that is 46 out of 380 stated that they 

“always” experienced racism, and 40.0 per cent reported that they experience 

racism “very often.” Such rates of racism are incredibly high for a country that 

claims to be tolerant, hospitable and whose foreign policy and diplomatic 

activities are centred on the discourse of South-South cooperation, and Pan-

Africanism. Hence, the Royal speech on the occasion of the 43rd anniversary of 

the Green March, a 1975 peaceful rally against Spain’s presence in Western 

Sahara, the King states that: 

“Our return to the African Union was dictated by the pride we take in 

belonging to Africa, as well as by our commitment to sharing in the 

development dynamic it is witnessing [...] I decided that Morocco’s return 

to the African Union had also to be based on clarity and ambitious goals…. 

Morocco’s return to its institutional family was not intended as a means to 

defend the question of the Moroccan Sahara, given that the position of 

most African nations is similar to ours.” (MAP,2018) 

However, the similarity that the King’s high-minded discourse seems to highlight 

does not hold against the practices adopted against Sub-Saharans in Morocco. 

Various human rights reports have highlighted this issue. Hence, a study 

conducted by the Moroccan Association for Research on Migration revealed that 

27 per cent think that the Moroccans consider Sub-Saharans as inferior, and 29 

per cent of Moroccans perceive them as menace. (AMERM, 2008). Testimonies 
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collected by a leading NGO named GADEM also consolidates this point. A Sub-

Saharan interviewee states: 

“It wasn’t until I arrived in Morocco that I felt different. Yes, I felt that I had 

black skin, I felt that black is inferior. It is only here that I have felt that.” 

(GADEM., 2010) 

“It is very hard with Moroccans; they are aggressive with us [...]. I was 

frequently assaulted with a knife sometimes for no reason due to racism. 

They treat us as Azzis ,black person go [...].” (GADEM, 2010) 

GADEM stands for Anti-Racist Group for Accompaniment and Defense of 

Foreigners and Migrants. (Groupe Antiraciste d’Accompagnement et de Défense 

des Estrangers et Migrants). When the NGO filed to register as an association, 

the reaction of the local authorities was: 

“The word anti-racism should be deleted from the acronyms of the 

association, since racism doesn’t exist in Morocco." (GADEM, 2010) 

History has much to do with the experience of Sub-Saharan students as do 

current public policies, media discourse, and actions in the public sphere. In 

1590 the Moroccan King Ahmad I al-Mansur also known as al-Mansur Dhabi ‘The 

Golden’ launched a military campaign against Songhai Empire in West Africa and 

whose goal was to expand Morocco’s influence in Africa and strengthen the 

Moroccan economy by bringing gold and slaves. The campaign was relatively 

successful and met some of its objectives (Lanza, 2012). Local leaders in Sungai 

offered Morocco thousands of slaves to withdraw its army. The slaves brought 

from West Africa were mainly recruited in the military and worked to 

consolidate the power of the central government also known as the Mekhzen. 

These slaves were referred to as “Abīd al-Bukhārī” and they were given high 

ranks since their loyalty was to the King Moulay Ismail, (1672-1727) and not to 

their tribal chieftains (Meyers, 1983). Some of the slaves worked as domestic 

servants and referred to their masters as ‘Azizi’ which translates from Arabic as 

‘my dear’ or ‘my lord’ and which developed later into ‘Azzi’. In the present day, 

it is a racial slur used to refer to dark-skinned Africans (Johnson, 2007). In 

Amazigh language, the word ‘Assoqi’ is a term that refers to a person with dark 

skin. This term originates from the word ‘souq’, which is borrowed from Arabic 

and which means ‘the market’. ‘Assouqi’ in Amazighi means something or 
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preferably someone that can be bought or sold in the market. In Amazigh 

culture, like in the Arabic, dark skin is closely associated with slavery; hence a 

dark-skinned individual represents only an object bought or sold in the market. 

The before mentioned words are consistently used to refer to both African 

migrants and students. 

Given this historical context in which Morocco has invaded powerful 

African empires and enslaved its people, a general superiority complex towards 

black Africans emerged. However, Morocco was in turn colonised by Western 

powers such as France and Spain, so an inferiority complex is present in contrast 

to Westerners. Consequently, it is not strange that the links of contact, 

communication, and friendship between native Moroccans and Sub-Saharans 

are minimal. Sub-Saharan students face high levels of social exclusion and 

isolation, which does not only affect their attitude towards Morocco but also 

their academic performance and psychological well-being. Figure 4 below 

demonstrates the alarmingly limited social contact that Sub-Saharan students 

have with their Moroccan peers. The patterns of friendship were divided based 

onBochner, McLeod and Lin’s (1977) model in which they categorised the 

friendship ties of international students into co-national, multi-national, and 

host-national.  

 
Figure 4: Sub-Saharan Students’ Friendship Ties. 

The figure shows that is 95 out of 380 participants (25 per cent) indicated 

having no close Moroccan friends. In contrast, 54 out of 380 participants (14.2 
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language skills. However, Sub-Saharan students are underperforming in this 

regard. In the same vein, Gomez et al.’s investigation of the experience 356 

students at a U.S. mid-Atlantic university has indicated that building 

relationships with host-nationals is the most significant indicator of social 

adjustment (Gomez, Urzua & Glass, 2014). Various researches have also made 

similar arguments (Bochner et al., 1977; Gallagher, 2012; Montgomery & 

McDowell, 2009). However, Sub-Saharan students in Morocco have a minimal 

level of social relationship with host-nationals. This issue demonstrates high 

levels of social isolation and low levels of language and communication skills.  

In brief, although the scholarships granted to Sub-Saharan students by the 

Moroccan government seeks to develop a positive attitude towards the country 

among these students, and consequently their home countries. Given the high 

levels of discrimination against Africans in the country, Sub-Saharan students 

are not nurturing such positive attitude. Instead, they perceive themselves as 

subjects of racism. Moreover, the lack of communication and socialising with 

host-nationals is highly likely to increase feeling of isolation and discrimination, 

and eventually lead the students to develop negative attitudes about their host 

country. 

Conclusion 

Education is a highly valuable tool to promote cooperation and understanding 

between States and nations. Governments grant scholarships to international 

students and encourage student mobility for a complex array of reasons. 

Enhancing the country’s image and expanding its soft power resources are 

among the reasons. International students are often sympathetic to the 

countries where they studied. They can serve as agents of changes and bring 

their host and home countries closer. However, as has been shown in the case 

of Morocco, international students cannot only be a resource, they can also be 

a significant liability. 

International students can develop either positive or negative views and 

attitudes towards their host country. If students are not well-received by the 

host community or State institutions, negative attitudes will emerge. However, 

if convenient programs are developed to address the problems and concerns of 

students, positive views will surely grow. The experience of international 

students and the attitudes they develop during their study should be considered 
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with great care. Students can return to their home countries with negative 

experiences, either in regard to the living conditions, quality of education and 

students life. Therefore, social reception is more likely to envision them as 

poisonous alumni instead of being national assets and a source of soft power.  

Contrary to the official discourse which highlights themes of cooperation, 

tolerance, and collaboration, the experience of Sub-Saharan students in 

Morocco brings into attention the issue of racism and discrimination against 

Africans. Many Moroccans appear to tiptoe around and take a defence in 

discourse about the country’s close links with its African neighbours. 

Consequently, Sub-Saharan students are developing negative attitudes towards 

the country, instead of developing approaches of sympathy, understanding, and 

support, an issue that must be given further attention by experienced scholars 

and international lawmakers. 
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Decolonisation of Development: Samir Amin and the 

Struggle for an Alternative Development Approach in Africa 

NDHLOVU EMMANUEL 

Abstract 

Samir Amin remains one of the best political economists advocating an alternative approach 

to development beyond the selective methods promoted by the Euro-North. Samir was at the 

forefront of discourses bent on the exposition of the economic, social and political distortions 

that frustrated development efforts, particularly in Third World Countries. In his honour, this 

article reflects on the nature of development that Africa needs. The study displays new global 

processes, such as globalisation, liberalisation, privatisation, contract farming, as part of the 

Euro-Western efforts to strategically place themselves at the ‘centre’ while fast-tracking the 

social fragmentation in the periphery and, in particular, destruction of peasant societies. Using 

the works of Samir Amin, this article argues that it is possible to move beyond the stultifying 

past and open up discourses on how to decolonise institutions and development frameworks 

to picket alternative approaches to people-oriented development in Africa. It concludes that 

growth in Africa needs to be agro-based since the continent as a whole is mostly an agrarian 

community.  

Keywords: Africa, development, home grown policies, Samir Amin, agriculture 

Introduction 

or the past six decades, and particularly since the early 1960s when Africa 

was at the height of its new political transformation period, the word 

‘development’ became a buzzword on a continent which was emerging 

from the great and gluttonous 1884 Berlin plunder. Naturally, the steady 

submergence of colonial rule on the continent inspired many thinkers, among 

whom Samir Amin is included, to document and to mobilise African 

governments to pursue inclusive development policies as part of the collective 

and continued effort to decolonise the continent and to ensure that a people-

oriented development path was pursued (see Amin 1972, 1973, 1976). Since 

then, debates on development on the continent have been heated with some 

writers declaring that in the post-colonial reality, ‘development’ has been 

subordinated to personal gain by neo-colonial leaders (Cheru 2009; Rodney 
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1972) while others discoursed that the adoption of inapt development models 

have frustrated progress on the continent (Ayittey 2005).  

Gumede (2018) links the lack of proper development on the continent to 

the ‘state capture’ of externally-oriented and subservient African leaders who 

swallow the dictates of the Euro-North, delaying the integration agenda of the 

continent. The view is supported by Adedeji (2012) who argues that France, 

Britain and the United States ensured the continued fragmentation of the Global 

South as part of the collective and sustained effort to ensure that the North 

remains the centre of political and socio-economic power. Cheru (2009: 275) is 

of the view that the kind of the development model pursued in the post-colonial 

period ‘resembled the colonial development model, which stifled peasant 

autonomy and production. Development became something to be organised 

from above and from outside instead of a process of unleashing people’s 

energies for their self-improvement from below.’ One of the writers who has 

been arguing for the need for an alternative approach to development, not only 

in Africa but globally. (Amin, 1971, 1991)  

Samir Amin (1931–2018), the former Director of the United Nations African 

Institute for Planning (IDEP) from 1970 to 1980; Director of the Third World 

Forum in Dakar, Senegal; and a co-founder of the World Forum for Alternatives 

was one of those few writers in the Global South who threw their energies 

towards the epistemological discontinuity of the Eurocentric discourse that 

saturates the social sciences and humanities, and thereby conceals our ability to 

discern the cause of our various challenges including our underdevelopment. In 

the context of Africa, Amin considered that it might be necessary for the 

continent to first delink from the rest of the world, pursue its type of 

development based on its own cultural and situational context. Also, he 

suggested that it could relink with the global economy on terms different from 

those enforced during the transatlantic slave trade and colonialism. (Amin, 

1971) 

This article focuses on the works of Samir Amin, and argues that examining 

his works could afford us an opportunity to move beyond Africa’s stultifying past 

and open up discourses on how to decolonise institutions and development 

frameworks in order to picket alternative approaches to people-oriented 

development in Africa. After the introduction, the article presents the research 

method that was used. This is followed by an exploration of Samir’s thesis on 



NDHLOVU EMMANUEL 

 
Vol. 1 (1) Jan 2020 
84 

the trajectories of accumulation; and a conceptual analysis of development in 

Africa and the challenges that have emerged as a consequence of domination 

by countries from Global North. The article provides an interpretation of Samir’s 

thesis on how Africa can place itself on the route towards its own type of 

development. The last section makes recommendations and concludes the 

article.  

Research Methods 

This is a conceptual article, which is based on the interpretation of Samir works. 

The report also draws on the writer’s experiences as student of development 

and as a reflective citizen of Africa. Consulted texts by Samir include books, 

chapters, journals, and conference papers. In all of these sources, the need for 

an alternative development model for third world countries emerges as an 

overriding and inveterate theme. It was as the writer engaged with these texts 

as reflective researchers that the interpretation provided in this article began to 

formulate in our mind. While this study makes a valuable input in emphasising 

the issues present in the context of development in Africa, its conceptual nature 

represents a particular limitation. The author of this article seeks to motivate 

researchers to draw some inspiration from the discussion and conduct empirical 

studies that will both criticise and validate some of the arguments.  

Trajectories of Accumulation 

Amin’s intellectual works primarily centred on three elements: value and 

unequal exchange in the context of a global structure; the development of world 

capitalism; and ‘delinking’ as a development theory for third work countries. 

From the ‘law’ of value, which points out that the cost of commodities is best 

measured through the amount of labour that is needed to produce it, Samir built 

up a theory on accumulation and unequal exchange in the global capitalistic 

system. Amin (1974:2) argued that capital accumulation ‘is an essential inner 

law of the capitalist mode of production, and doubtless also of the socialist 

mode of production, but it is not an inner law of the functioning of the pre-

capitalist modes of production.’ For Samir, capitalism relates to the production 

of goods for the markets while in pre-capitalism, goods are not produced for the 

purposes of distribution in the markets. Samir believed that the latter had taken 
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over in the world, and thus, no “single concrete socio-economic formation of 

our time can be understood except as part of this world system” (Amin 1974: 3). 

Amin opines that the pre-capitalist societies of the third world were subjected 

to the rules of capitalism such that a theory of ‘accumulation on a world scale’ 

has to be used to understand the ‘development’ disparities between the 

‘developed’ and the third world.  

The theory of accumulation premised on the notion that the developed 

countries (the centre) and the developing countries (the periphery) hold 

different and unequal roles in the world’s capitalist system. The centre, which 

comprises of former colonisers, is dominant in the order and dictates to the 

periphery (former colonies) how they should go about their businesses, 

including dictating the terms and conditions of exchange. The terms and 

conditions of commodity exchange are biased and mostly benefit the centre 

while bringing no benefit to the periphery. This is quite clear in the structure of 

labour remuneration when he states that: 

“Analysis of exchanges between advanced countries and underdeveloped 

ones leads to the observation that exchange is unequal as soon as labor of 

the same productivity is rewarded at a lower rate in the periphery, as is the 

case today. This fact cannot be explained without bringing in the policy 

(economic policy and policy in general) followed by the capital that 

dominates in the periphery, as regards reorganisation of the surplus of 

labor power.” (Amin, 1974: 62-3)  

In this context, the soaring unemployment levels in the edge are not just ‘bad 

luck’ but a result of the policy executed by the centre. This has been achieved 

through the installation of puppet leaders who would make sure these policies 

are implemented in the peripheral countries (Amin 2014).  

The major loser in the capitalist system is the proletariat and the peasant. 

The accumulation of resources, at costs that are not commensurately 

compensated gives birth to the condition of underdevelopment. 

Underdevelopment, according to Amin (1991), is a form of imbalance and is not 

so much a quantitative but rather a qualitative characteristic. Amin (1976) also 

states that underdevelopment manifests, mostly, in three features the first of 

which is the unevenness in the ‘distribution of productivities’ across the sectors 

of economy in the periphery. The second is the lack of meaningful links between 

productive areas, due to a focus by the boundary to produce products that will 
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please the centre. This is what Amin refers to as ‘disarticulation’. This kind of 

operation distorts and frustrates the transmission of economic benefits 

throughout the systems of the periphery. The third feature of 

underdevelopment manifests through the economic domination of the 

periphery by the centre. This condemns the perimeter to survive on handouts 

often sugar-coated as ‘international aid’. This is meant to ensure that the 

periphery remains the exporter of raw products and agricultural produce to the 

centre so that the edge will always depend on the centre. This process leads to 

the shattering of the peripheral countries and their populace. It leads to: 

“…proletarianizing of the small agricultural and craft producers, rural semi-

proletarianization, and the impoverishment without proletarianization of 

the peasants organised in the village communities, urbanization, and 

massive growth in both open unemployment and underemployment in 

towns, etc.” (Amin 1976: 194).   

The encounters of the periphery with the centre have, therefore, not been 

beneficial to the periphery. It has not only been disruptive but also destroyed 

the prospects for the periphery to stand on its own and pursue its own kind of 

future. One of the regions that had its future disrupted and distorted through 

engagement with the centre is Africa. 

A Conceptual Analysis of Development in Africa 

The African Union (AU) Agenda 2063 envisions an African future that is 

characterised by pan-African unity, integration, prosperity, and peace. It is left 

in the hand of Africans to ensure that such a vision is realised. The broader 

target, in short, is to ensure that the entire continent and the people therein in 

are free from poverty, diseases, and, in general, from lack of development that 

characterises the continent. The realisation of a united, integrated, prosperous, 

and peaceful Africa is not a game of chance. It will be a product of day-to-day 

struggles of the people and their governments to expel the conditions that 

engendered underdevelopment on the continent.  

There have been heated debates on what constitutes development. 

Tandon (2015: 145) rightly argues that the “major challenge for the 

theoreticians of not only the global south but also of the marginalised peoples 

and sub-nationalists of the north is to provide a…. definition of development” 
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outside the cages of the Euro-West. As it stands today, development ‘has been 

and still is the westernisation of the world’ (Latouche 1993:460) or simply “…an 

empty signifier [emerging from the West] that can be filled with almost any 

content” (Ziai 2009: 198). Gumede (2019: 51) defines development as 

“…improvements in wellbeing, involving socio-economic progress.” Brobbey 

(2010:1) defines development as “the capacity of a state with the aim of 

achieving higher outcome of production for the satisfaction of citizens and 

empowering them to make demands.”  

The most controversial, of all the definitions of development, is one pushed 

forward by W.W. Rostov, an adviser in both the John F Kennedy and Lyndon 

Johnson eras of the United States of America, who posited that development 

was basically an evolutionary process through which the western societies 

evolved and through which third world countries were still in the process of 

evolving. This thinking was based on the belief that the development of the third 

world could be encouraged if these countries would adopt or copy Western 

capital, technology and social organisation and values. In some academic circles, 

more generally, development is associated with modernity; a process 

characterised by transformation from traditional, rural agrarian society to a 

secular, industrial and urban culture. Modernity is a Western construct whereby 

non-Euro-Western countries that are considered primitive and custom-bound 

are mobilised to embrace Western-based lifestyle choices, tastes, etc.  

This modernity involves a social change in the elements of science and 

technology. In the context of Africa, this form of development is rejected by 

most scholars, who argue that: “Africa cannot possibly develop by modernising 

or becoming like the modern west” (Lushaba 2006:3). Also, Gumede (2019:51) 

argues that “modernity is not an appropriate form of development that Africa 

needs.” With reference to post-development, Ziai (2013:126) argues that the 

Euro-Western notion of development faces rejection largely for its 

romanticisation of local communities and “legitimi[s]ing oppressive traditions, 

and for being just as paternalistic as the chastised development experts.’ It is 

thus widely agreed that the form of development espoused by the West is not 

the kind of growth that Africa needs. At the same time, while it is argued that 

the structure of development that Africa needs is one that promotes reliance on 

resources available in various contexts of culture and situations, it is also argued 

development, for Africa, should not exhibit a yearning for the primitive past 
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(Fanon 1963; Mugo 1992). Ndlovu-Gatheni (2012:2) considers development as 

a “liberatory human aspiration to attain freedom from political, economic, 

ideological, epistemological, and social domination…” 

The debates have also been rife on why Africa remains underdeveloped or 

undeveloped for that matter. Evidence is demonstrating that Africa remains 

undeveloped is abundant. Gumede (2016) found that from 1980 to 2015, as an 

example, the Sub-Saharan Africa Human Development Index (HDI) has remained 

very low when compared to other regions; and that the HDI levels for East Asia, 

South Asia, and the Pacific were making better progress when compared Sub-

Saharan Africa. Although the HDI for regions, such as the Caribbean, Latin 

America, Europe, Central Asia, and the Arab States had not shown any 

noteworthy improvement in the 2011–2015 period, the HDI levels of those 

regions were still better than for Sub-Saharan Africa. In this view, Gumede 

(2019: 59) concludes that “development in Africa is underpinned by the 

ideological and epistemological confusion and imposition that define the pursuit 

of development, justice and freedom.” 

Ake (1996) posits that at independence, development was never realised 

due to the neglect of the agrarian revolution, which itself is a vital stage for 

growth. Some scholars have posited that progress has been elusive on the 

continent due to the adoption of inappropriate policies, the use of ineffectual 

socio-economic development approaches, and the fact that former colonisers 

did not give Africa some enough space develop, but rather quickly bounced back 

with some new imperialistic tendencies, including structural adjustment 

policies, globalisation, contract farming (Amin 2016; Cheru 2009; Gumede 2018, 

2019). In terms of the Euro-centric ideology of westernisation, African countries 

remain underdeveloped today because of their narrow resources and 

productive base; overvalued local currencies; the presence of large and 

incompetent public sector bureaucracies that interfere in ‘purely economic 

matters’ (Erunke 2009:8); and the upkeep of subsidies in certain economic 

communities which in the end overstrain the state. Also, it is claimed that 

Africa’s campaigns at development are hampered by its economies, which are 

not well integrated in the global financial system. This view is dismissed by Amin 

who posit that: 

“In 1990 the ratio of extra regional trade to GDP was for Africa 45.6 per 

cent while it was only 12.8 per cent for Europe; 13.2 per cent for North 
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America; 23.7 per cent for Latin America and 15.2 per cent for Asia. These 

ratios were not significantly different throughout the twentieth century. 

The average for the world was 14.9 per cent in 1928 and 16.1 per cent in 

1990.” (Amin (2014:28) 

In this view, Amin (2014: 29) argues that “all the regions of the world 

(including Africa) are equally integrated in the global system, [only that] they are 

integrated into it in different ways. The concept of marginalisation is a false 

concept that tends to becloud the real question, which is not to which degree 

the various regions are integrated” but “in which way they are integrated.” 

What, therefore, explains differentiation in terms of the development of regions 

is the imperialistic tendencies of others? Reviewed discourses also concur that 

development on the continent is frustrated by poor political leadership, 

inappropriate policies, corruption, social unrests, etc. In this long list, Amin 

(2014) added that Africa is also in the weird grip of dependency where every 

advisement by former oppressors is embraced uncritically. It would be 

paradoxical for the former oppressors to exhibit a genuine commitment to 

ladder their former subjects (who disrupted their accumulation trajectory), out 

of poverty and underdevelopment so that they can be of the same status with 

the former oppressor. Samir will always be remembered for his application of 

Marxism in the analysis of the challenges of socialist transformation in Africa.  

Amir is among the few scholars that first recognised that the only form of 

development that would be meaningful for Africans is one that was agrarian-

based. Land is wealth in Africa. Land and agrarian activities play a vital role in 

the livelihood development of many former settler colonies such as Algeria, 

Kenya, South Africa, Namibia, Tunisia and Zimbabwe; and even among those 

that did not experience settler colonialism such as Botswana, Ghana, Malawi, 

and many others. African countries, except Ethiopia and Liberia, which were 

never colonised, experienced massive land dispossession or agricultural 

disruption, leading to the emergence of the land question as an anti-colonial 

historic grievance. Early writers such as Samir noted that in the post-colonial era, 

land-based economic development on the continent exhibited the value that 

emerging governments placed on land. This observation was also confirmed by 

the sustained interest in agricultural-based development economics amongst 

development economists and some non-governmental organisations. At the 

height of the new political transformation period in the 1960s and 70s, 
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economists such as Amin, (1972, 1973) Johnston and Mellor (1961) first 

introduced the discussion to academic attention and also ensured the 

progression of the subject. In the current economics of the continent, the 

postulations made by these economists and others such as Cheikh Anta Diop, 

Thandika Mkandawire and Sam Moyo, continue to dominate development 

imperatives – mainly as they focus on land and agrarian concerns. 

The land holds diverse important meanings that exhibit its link to what 

constitutes development to Africans. It is a source of wealth and a livelihood 

source (Ndhlovu 2018), a political instrument (Mupfuvi 2014), a symbol of 

belonging (Chavhunduka and Bromley 2012), and the abode of the ancestors 

(Gumede 2014). Land for the African peasantry is a means of survival (Ndhlovu 

2018); and thus, allowing Africans to own property through land reform would 

enable the people to have control over their development. For the peasantry, 

land ownership enables them to produce, to develop their livelihoods; and 

hence, improve their lives. 

While most reviewed discourses, particularly by northern scholars and 

policy institutions highlight the symbolic and productive value of land 

(Bernstein, 2010; Borras, Mcmichael, and Scoones 2010; FAO 2016), studies 

conducted on the continent reveal that for many countries that lost land due to 

colonial dispossession, area is not predominantly a merchantable asset, but 

rather a secure base on which to develop and nurture livelihood strategies, and 

hence, development (Hendricks, Ntsebeza and Helliker 2013; Ndhlovu 2018). 

Recent works, such as Ndhlovu (2019) and Moyo (2013) found that household 

members that migrated to urban areas in search of employment opportunities 

in Zimbabwe continued to bank on the support of families they left back at home 

who were working on land. The dispossession of Africans from their land and 

the subsequent distortion of their agricultural activities constitute the highest 

form of the disruption to the course of development on the continent. Samir 

clearly documented how millions of Africans, who depended on land for survival, 

had been evicted from their lands to make way for colonists. Samir posited that 

the failure to place the periphery – the peasantry – at the centre of analysis often 

occludes the understanding on how precisely development should be pursued 

following the shattering tendencies of the 1884 Berlin conference. Development 

initiatives today, should therefore, return to the source of the continent’s nature 

and form of development that was interrupted – the peasantry. For this cause, 
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land and agrarian issues are, once again, at the centre of the socio-economic 

and political activities of developing countries, and hence, it is proclaimed that:   

“A spectre is haunting the world—the specter of a new agrarian question. 

There is no country today that can ensure the food security of its people 

into the future; no major investor that has not bet on agriculture and 

natural resources; no international organisation that is not concerned 

with its consequences; and no serious social or political movement that is 

not considering the peasant path as a modern solution to the multiple 

crises of our times, the economic, climate, energy and food” (Moyo, Jha 

and Yeros 2013). 

The reasons why land and agrarian issues hold much significance to African 

societies is related to their close link to development which is so elusive for the 

vast majorities. Amin (1976) argued that the alteration of the African traditional 

modes of production did not only temporarily evict a significant number of the 

peasantry from land, but it did not also offer anything of compensatory value in 

terms of providing employment opportunities so as to reimburse for the pre-

capitalist production modes that had been subjugated to create room for 

foreign capital. Considering that the industrial development of the nineteenth 

century was based upon the capacity to absorb a large share of rural populations 

that had been evicted from the countryside, the failure to absorb job seekers in 

Africa constituted a perfect recipe for the growth of underdevelopment. The 

distortion of pre-colonial and pre-capitalist forms of agrarian production and 

relations engendered urbanisation without industrialisation. With limited job 

opportunities in towns and cities, more people poured into the countryside from 

cities in pursuit of re-peasantisation. This situation, according to Amin (1976), 

led to increased pressure on the land and subsequently to a decline in 

agricultural technique since a positive performance in agriculture is usually 

characterised by the use of more capital and a lower population density per 

hectare. Amin (1976) concludes that this situation doomed agriculture to 

stagnation on the continent much to the suffering of the majority. 

The promotion of foreign capital and its profits which were channelled back 

to foreign nations resulted in nothing other than the callous and tragic ruin of 

the rural people’s welfare, peace and communal sovereignty in Africa (Amin 

2016), and is, therefore, the primary source of the continent’s 

underdevelopment today. The nature of underdevelopment that Africa faces 
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today, as opposed to its former colonisers which are now viewed as ‘developed’, 

is not only discernible in the level of production per individual household or per 

head, but, as Amin (1976:201-202) argued, it is noticeable in certain typical 

structural features, such as: 

• The domination and dictation of Africa by Euro-North American powerful 

countries in terms of commodity production and pricing; 

• The manipulation of production orientation in Africa to the needs of the 

Euro-West and also some semi-periphery countries, such as China and India 

which have also joined in the race of siphoning resources out of Africa. This 

has ensured that only foreign players benefit while Africa continues to sink 

in poverty and conflict; and  

• Economic control by foreign nations in which they continue to shape Africa 

in accordance with their own needs, and in the dependence of the 

structures whereby growth on the continent is financed.  

The distortion of African economies toward exportation activities in the 

distribution of both financial and human resources, following the needs of 

integration into the world capitalist market, gives powerful countries an 

opportunity to control Africa, in a hegemonic fashion, and thus frustrate the 

continent’s prospects for development (Amin 2006). This view is taken further 

by Mokoena (2018:87) argues that ‘the capitalist world system continues to 

hierarchically and dichotomously configure the world culturally, 

epistemologically aesthetically, ontologically at the exclusion, oppression, 

exploitation of othered populations such as African people thus reproducing the 

crisis of inequalities … This world’s system is Euro-American-centric, capitalist, 

patriarchal, hetero-normative, and hierarchical, Christian-centric and 

characterised by an interstate system.’ Also, Oloruntoba (2015:123) identifies 

inequality as one of the critical central problems that define the contemporary 

world. Thus, it is widely posited that the power relations that inform and sustain 

the existing order need to be transformed as the starting point on the route to 

development. 

The reason why the Euro-Western countries are developed today largely 

links to the colonial and imperialistic tendencies of these countries. The idea 

behind Europe’s colonisation of Africa clearly connects to various factors, 

including the advent of the industrial revolution that opened the floodgates of 
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socio-economic change and technology in Europe. This resulted in booming 

production, thus, frustrating the capacity of the agricultural sector to meet 

industrial demand in terms of raw material provision. European countries, thus, 

colonised Africa to acquire extra raw materials for their industries. In addition, 

declining agricultural production rendered European countries unable to 

produce adequate food to feed their growing urban populations, and thus, of 

necessity, food had to be acquired from elsewhere. In the same way, due to the 

rapid increase in technology, products could now be produced at a faster rate 

than could be consumed. European warehouses would, therefore, be piled up 

with wares. Africa constituted a ready market for such products.  

While colonialists needed products and profits to transfer back home, the 

organisation of African economies themselves, at the time, did not guarantee a 

steady supply of the required raw materials. This generated the need for direct 

takeover to control the economy as well as the affairs of the African states so 

that the necessary raw materials would be produced. Europe thus needed to 

take direct control of the African economy and political administration to 

reorganise the economy and the markets to engender its integration into the 

world market and international economics (Amin 2016). Since one of the goals 

of colonialism was to find markets for European goods and raw materials, there 

was a need for an organic linkage between the African economy and market 

with that of the international system, that was controlled and directed by the 

colonisers. This explains why even today, the role of African states in the world 

market is the production of primary goods and agricultural products.  

The main effect of colonialism on the African continent is that it 

engendered under-development in many ways, including the denial of the rights 

of indigenous peoples. Colonial education and western civilisation are, for 

example, to a significant extent, responsible for underdevelopment in Africa. 

Rodney (1972) reveals how colonial education was detached from African 

culture and therefore, could not bring about any meaningful development 

within the African environment due to a lack of organic linkage. Ocheni and 

Nwankwo (2012) additionally state that colonial education was fundamentally 

literary and had no technological basis. It was thus antithetical to real or 

industrial development. The current weak technological base of Africa, which 

has been the cause for their underdevelopment, stems from the continent’s 

poor foundation of education laid by colonialists.  
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The colonial education fundamentally aimed to train clerks, interpreters, 

inspectors, artisans, and so forth that would help colonialists to exploit Africa’s 

rich resources. Colonial education distorted and disarticulated the African 

indigenous pattern of knowledge, which was rooted in African technology. The 

execution of colonial education detached Africans from their indigenous 

technologies, catalysing the collapse of farming systems in particular. This was 

the basis for the weak technological foundation of African states, which has 

perpetuated their underdevelopment. This situation accounted for the 

impoverishment of most Africans, including their farming systems. Colonialists 

forced Africans to focus on the production of goods meant for export and not 

Africans goods required by the local population. This caused many African 

farmers to abandon the production of food items necessary to feed their 

growing population, leading to shortages of food and escalations in food prices. 

The present-day importation of food by African states is a carry-over from 

colonialism (Bayeh 2015). In this view, colonialism distorted the satisfaction of 

local needs in terms of food production and other requirements in favour of the 

creation and fulfilment of foreign industries.  

Imperialism and colonialism also generated disarticulation in the provision 

of social amenities and the urbanisation pattern on the continent. Most of the 

few social facilities provided were concentrated in cities. This caused huge 

migration levels to the urban centres where they could be found (Rodney 1972). 

Additionally, this problem resulted in rural-urban migration, overpopulation, 

filthy environments, poor hygiene conditions, the spread of epidemic diseases, 

social vices, tribal and ethnic problems. Colonialism also resulted in the clear 

entrance and development of classes in Africa. These classes included 

comprador bourgeoisie, petty bourgeoisie, proletariat and the peasantry. The 

petty bourgeoisie class served as the puppet of colonialists through which they 

exploited and siphoned the resources of African countries (Wa Thiong’o 2009).  

There is always harmony between the interests of the African petty 

bourgeoisie and those of European comprador bourgeoises. This explains why 

colonialists, at independence, installed African petty bourgeoisies as leaders. 

The petty bourgeoisie preserved the same association with the erstwhile 

colonial masters and thereby, bringing about no change at all. The African petty 

bourgeoisie sustained the long exploitation of the proletariat and the peasant 

classes (Bayeh 2015). The extensive and compound nature of political 
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uncertainty and socio-economic malaise being witnessed in most nations today, 

has recourse to the character of classes introduced in Africa by colonialism. The 

economic resources of Africa, today, are shared between the petty bourgeoisie 

and their colonial counterparts (Ocheni and Nwankwo 2012). The severe 

impoverishment, marginalisation and oppression of most Africans by their petty 

bourgeois leaders and by those who have access to state power are an offspring 

of a colonial hangover among African states. 

In view of Africa’s unfair encounter with the North, and the disruption of 

the agrarian sector in Africa, it is argued that Africa should “disengage from the 

Global North because Africa connected with the rest of the world incorrectly – 

Africa can then re-engage at a later stage on its own terms” (Gumede 2019:60). 

Samir requires that the third world ‘delinks’ from the North, and he argues for 

another trajectory of development which places the centre within the context 

of cultures and situations of the peoples of the continent to be able to ‘emerge’ 

as sovereign states – socio-economic and political. Amin (2016:141) espouses 

that the new model of development is one that is “shaped by the renewal of 

non-capitalist forms of peasant agriculture, which in turn implies delinking from 

the imperatives of globalised capitalism.” Amin (1990) argues that in order for 

development to be realised on the African continent and the rest of the third 

world, there is a strong need to ‘delink’ from the world capitalist system, by way 

of adopting some new market strategies and values which are far removed from 

those deployed by the so-called developed countries. Samir’s argument is that 

it is possible for developing countries to achieve economic development without 

necessarily following in the footsteps of ‘developed countries’ in terms of their 

approaches to production systems. This process enables developing countries 

to emerge as sovereign nations with market and production strategies which are 

based on the contexts of cultures and contexts of situations, and, therefore, 

different from the global capitalist system, and allow these nations to resolve 

their development problems. 

Emergence, as a concept, constitutes an approach whereby countries 

prioritise the construction of an economy which is nationally focused, although 

it is also made to be open towards the exterior to allow the inward flow of 

benefits that might also be coming from outside. Emergence also comprises the 

prioritisation of economic sovereignty by developing countries (Amin, 2016). 

Emergence requires developing countries to embark on a complex project, one 
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that could provoke ostracism and international sanctions as what happened to 

Zimbabwe in the 2000s when the state acquired farms, mostly white-owned, 

and redistributed them to peasants (1.3 million); small-to-medium capitalist 

farmers (30,000); and to large-to-corporate capitalist farmers (250) (Moyo 2005: 

187). Samir adds that however hard and opposed, this process is crucial and 

should comprise policies that ‘promote the consolidation of food sovereignty, 

and sovereignty in the control of its own natural resources, as well as access to 

these outside of its own territory’ (Amin 2016: 142).  

Amin places the ‘emergence’ project right in the hands of the state, which 

must adopt and implement policies that can benefit its entire populace. For 

Amin (2016: 144), “Such a state should possess the capacity to coherently 

construct and implement a project of production geared primarily to serve 

national requirements. Its effectiveness is also complemented by policies to 

ensure that the majority of popular classes are also able to benefit from 

growth.” The form of development that should emerge from these efforts 

should be opposed to ‘lumpen development’ which is characterised by the social 

fragmentation which is often imposed by powerful countries on the countries 

which they dominate. Amin (1976) posits the ‘lumpen development’ type is 

often defined by the booming of survival strategies, such as the growing 

informal sector and the worship of donor handouts, which is an intrinsic feature 

of one-sided capital accumulation. Samir bemoans the fact that most African 

countries today are in the clutches of the ‘lumpen development’ process.  

The major challenge today is that most African states are too poor even to 

finance their national budgets. Amin (2016: 155) argues that: 

“the handouts or the so-called ‘international aid’ extended by the World 

Bank, or by development agencies from Western imperialist countries, the 

United States or the European Union—is not genuine development aid. It is 

a financial support intended to maintain our position as subordinate 

countries, and thus to reproduce underdevelopment.”  

These developing countries continue to operate within ‘iron cages’ where policy 

is dictated to them. The imposition of structural adjustment programmes on 

African countries since the 1980s is an example of such dictations. This 

represents a continued form of domination.  
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In pursuit of handouts distributed via the IMF, most, if not all African states 

have embraced the dictates of Euro-North American countries through these 

financial institutions instead of experimenting with home-grown methods 

towards their own development. Amin opines that what makes the situation 

worse is that the popular resistance movements or possibly, the opposition 

politics, seem to not have been aware of the fact that economic neo-

liberalisation constitutes the major problem of the underdevelopment of the 

continent. Many more governments are prepared, since the 2007-2008 global 

crisis, to release land to the renewed imperialistic tendencies of Europe in 

exchange for capital. This situation continues to evict Africans from their source 

of wealth and their source of development – their land. What is needed on the 

continent is some powerful governments, radical in outlook, that will mobilise 

the vast majorities towards the realisation of the national question as an integral 

part of the development agenda, as has been the case in Zimbabwe, Cuba, 

Bolivia, Venezuela, Ecuador and Nepal (Moyo and Chambati 2012; Moyo and 

Yeros 2007, 2011). It is in this view that Shivji (2019:7) argues that: ‘A 

revolutionary resolution of the agrarian question in the South by the semi-

proletarianised working people of the South, therefore, holds the key to the 

liberation of the working people of the North as well.’ Unless African nation-

states, non-governmental actors and land movements admit the diagnostic 

potential of the role of the peasantry which already makes the majority of the 

world population, the realisation of human welfare peace, democracy, and 

consequently, development will remain an elusive undertaking. 

Towards Our Own Game and Rules 

The African development situation always revolves around its structural, 

historical origin and mechanism, contemporary manifestations and impacts. An 

indigenous approach is hence imperative in grappling with the continent’s 

development impasse. There are several methods that have been proposed by 

scholars towards the realisation of development on the continent. The 

Economic Commission for Africa (1983) espoused the belief that Africa needed 

an alternative approach that is capable of grappling with both the challenges of 

adjustment and transformation and not merely some short-term adjustment 

mechanisms under the conventional classical system. Julius Nyerere, the former 

president of the Republic of Tanzania proposed the adoption of Ujamaa not only 
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as a development model but also as a political-economic management model 

(Nyerere 1967). The Ujamaa concept prohibits personal acquisitiveness and 

promotes the horizontally rather than vertically distribution of wealth 

throughout the society (Himmestrand 1984). It was in this context that Nyerere 

introduced the villagisation of production, which fundamentally collectivised all 

forms of local productive dimensions.  

In support of Nyerere’s model, scholars such as Erunke (2009) have also 

argued that the alternative indigenous paradigm for development needs to 

place emphasis on the creation of conducive political, socio-economic 

environments and a useful resource mobilisation which can translate into 

sustainable development so as to guarantee the right balance between the 

private and public sectors of the economy in pursuit of a more sustainable 

approach. Scholars such as Elumelu (2010) propose the idea of Afro-capitalism, 

which they view as an economical way of life that exemplifies commitment by 

the private sector to the economic transformation of the continent through 

investments that can eventually result in the economic development as well as 

social wealth. 

The most robust approach to development in Africa is one pioneered by 

Amir, and then popularised by scholars such as Moyo (2005, 2013), Shivji (2019) 

and Ake (1996), for example. The approach is based on the need for an agrarian 

revolution on the continent as part of Africa’s collective and continuous effort 

to pursue culturally context-specific development using its ‘own rules’. This 

approach could be relevant considering that close to 70 per cent of the 

households on the continent, both urban and rural, directly rely on agro-based 

livelihood activities today. Samir’s proposal points to the idea of drafting and 

implementing some inward-looking and some ‘homegrown’ policies that display 

a clear link between social and economic systems. Amin (1990, 2016) argues for 

the process of ‘delinking’ from all Eurocentric approaches to development – 

globalisation, adjustment programmes, contract farming, etc in pursuit of home-

grown alternatives. According to him, to engender the realisation of active 

development, Third World countries need to ‘delink’ themselves from the global 

capitalist structure that has enabled the callous fragmentation of their societies.  

Amin (1990, 2016) proposes that underdeveloped countries, such as those 

in Africa, need to adopt different market approaches and standards from those 

in the developed world. The strategies adopted need to promote the renewal of 
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the peasant economy which was interrupted, distorted and disfigured by the 

imperialistic tendencies of the Euro-North, which helped colonial domination at 

independence. Samir subscribed to the lesson offered by China, which has 

bridled its financial system and made sure that it remains outside the globalised 

finance system, as well as its pursuit of a non-capitalist agricultural renewal 

model. This has allowed China to better resist financial imperialism by investing 

directly in the development of its own ‘sovereign projects’ (Amin 2016) instead 

of relying on the former capitalist oppressors. Sovereign projects are those 

‘which are conceived of by us, for us and which are to the greatest extent 

independent of the tendencies and pressures exerted by the global capitalist 

system’ (Amin 2016: 155). 

However, the efficacy of the ‘delinking’ process is disputed by Gumede 

(2019), who argues that this is fundamentally a foundation phase for the 

‘socialist transition’ in developing countries. Gumede (2019) suggests that Africa 

should ‘disengage’ rather than ‘delink’ from the rest of the world. Disengaging 

will not only allow Africans to acknowledge the importance of agricultural 

activities as a source of development but also encourage them to put their 

labour to productive use in agricultural-based activities which have already been 

vilified by northern-based scholars. In the classical Marxist sense, the agrarian 

question, and hence, agricultural livelihood activities, posed merely as a 

question of transition from feudalism, semi-feudalism or peasant agriculture to 

advanced industrial agriculture. In this classical sense, the peasantry was evicted 

from land and proletarianised. Today, scholars such as Bernstein (2010), 

Bryceson, (2000) and Byres (1991) argue that if the peasantry was indeed 

successfully proletarianised in the North, then the agrarian question was 

resolved in that part of the world. It is, therefore, important for Africans to 

acknowledge that if the agricultural question was resolved in the north, it was 

not addressed in the south and Africa particularly where land remains the 

primary source of development.  

The argument on the resolution of the agrarian question, which in Africa 

also constitutes the question of development, is flawed on several fundamental 

levels, including that the agricultural question cannot be answered without 

stripping and dismembering the very processes that throw it up and made it a 

problem that requires attention and urgent action: imperialism. Henry 

Bernstein, Deborah Bryceson, and Terry Byres are, therefore, caught up in the 
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primary challenge of trying to reflect, in detail, the African difficulties that they 

are experiencing. The gross errors by these scholars, in terms of conceptualising 

African phenomena, are not only unfortunate, but are to be expected if 

someone is working from afar, and as an outsider who pretends to be an expert 

in an environment that they are not part of. In this view, it is crucial that Africans 

and African governments ‘delink’ from any sources of knowledge that frustrate 

the realisation of development on the continent.  

Delinking this way is an essential step in the struggle for genuine 

decolonisation of knowledge, as a process that will lead to the adoption and 

implementation of homegrown policies and projects that will engender 

development that is inclusive. With the proliferation of distorted agrarian 

knowledge about Africa and the nature of development that the continent 

needs by Euro-Western centric intellectuals who enjoy increased access to 

mainstream platforms, it is crucial that Africans work together with other 

countries in the South to come up with solutions to their own problems. South-

south collaborations, such as the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa) should be reinforced as examples of such working together and also as 

part of the collective inward-looking by countries in the South. This will ensure 

that Africa is no longer shaped to satisfy the requirements of the centre (Amin 

2014). 

Gumede (2019) argues that instead of merely ‘delinking’, African needs to 

‘disengage’ from the capitalist world. In the first place, the continent was 

incorrectly integrated into this system through the slave trade, colonialism, and 

thus, ‘delinking’ only is not sufficient. Disengaging goes further than “delinking 

and could, therefore, pry open an opportunity for Africa “to get its house in 

order, so to speak, then reintegrate with the rest of the world in its terms rather 

than the terms that were imposed on it” (Gumede 2019: 64). He further argues 

that ‘disengaging is not an economic process like delinking… [as it] goes a step 

further in the sense that it would not only allow Africa to adopt market and 

production strategies that are different from the global capital’ (Gumede 2019: 

64). 

Considering that Africa is an agrarian society, with most rural households 

relying directly on farming activities for survival, with the exceptions of South 

Africa and Botswana, the kind of development that needs to be pursued should 

be agrarian based although linked to prospects of industrialisation. In this view, 



Decolonisation of Development 

thesaharan.com 
101 

Africa needs to first grapple with the land question as an anti-colonial historic 

grievance. Africa needs to corrects the landownership injustices that were 

instituted by colonialism and imperialism, not only as of the starting point 

towards the realisation of welfare and development but also as a point of 

departure on the resolution of the various conflicts that now characterise the 

continent. Today, the unsatisfactory nature of the approaches that are currently 

under use in grappling with the land issue has resulted in the underdevelopment 

of the agricultural sector, thereby aggravating questions of livelihoods, food 

security, ecology, gender and development in general. In actual fact, the 

agrarian question has been violent in some of its manifestations, such as the 

mounting gap between the production and demand for food, as well as 

environmental disasters resulting from changes in land-use patterns, 

particularly large-scale conversion of wetlands. Considering that the vast 

majority on the continent are peasants or are in the process of seeking re-

peasantisation, Africa thus, needs to address its land and agrarian issues as the 

starting point towards the realisation of development. 

Conclusion 

Samir Amin remains one of the most influential thinkers to have articulated the 

African social realities that have undermined and frustrated any development 

efforts on the continent. Amir maintained that discourses on development in 

Africa need to be understood within the context of imperialism (in its colonial, 

neo-colonial and neo-liberal phases) on the one hand and the continuous 

struggles by Africans to expel it from their lands on the other. In the context of 

Africa, Amin highlights the need for renewed discourse on the role that can be 

played by the peasantry who make the majority. In this view, he needs to be 

read alongside other development scholars on the continent. For example, his 

friend Sam Moyo, who consistently argued that extensive land expropriation in 

Africa by colonial masters resulted in widespread landlessness by the poor 

majorities who needed land, not as a property, but as a livelihood development 

tool (Moyo 2013). Colonial land expropriation engendered semi-

proletarianisation and the emergence of a frail peasantry across Africa, leading 

to its chronic underdevelopment.  

It is crucial to open up discourses in which the national sovereignty of 

countries can be debated particularly in the context of rectifying the racial and 
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ethnic discrepancies in property and economic relations. The article has 

displayed that the kind of development that Africa needs should be one that is 

agrarian based, considering the land and natural resources that the continent 

has. Furthermore, its significant total population can serve as the labour force 

to exploit the resources towards the realisation of the development that the 

continent needs. Future research should focus on the development of models 

on how land can be restored back to Africans. For instance, how national 

resources can be best channelled towards agriculture; or how the peasantry, 

which makes the majority, can be protected from the ‘land grabbing’ tendencies 

of monopoly capitalists as has been the case since the 2007-08 global crisis in 

most countries in Africa. 
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