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Abstract
In the early 1960s, when a majority of African countries were gaining independence, the training of
personnel capable of implementing nation-building projects became imperative for new African
governments, even though higher education opportunities on the continent remained scarce. In a context
of competition with the former colonial powers and the USSR, the United States decided to set up schol-
arship programs for the training of postcolonial African elites. Through the analysis of one of these pro-
grams, the African Scholarship Program of American Universities (ASPAU), this article will show that in
addition to the Cold War motivations of the US government, pan-African connections and university
initiatives were essential in laying the groundwork for the project of educating Africans in the United
States. It also highlights the too often overlooked role played by African leaders and academics in the
concrete realization, reappropriation, and questioning of overseas training projects.

Keywords: Africa; education; Cold War; pan-Africanism; migration; decolonization

The United States has been a study destination for Africans since the nineteenth century and, from
African independence in the early 1960s, became their second most coveted country.1 Among the
tens of thousands African students who went to the United States, many influential personalities
have made their mark on contemporary African history: Nnamdi Azikiwe (first president of
Nigeria), Kwame Nkrumah (first president of Ghana), Eduardo Mondlane (founder of the
Mozambique Liberation Front-FRELIMO), Wangari Maathai (first African woman to be awarded
the Nobel Peace Prize), Kofi Annan (Secretary General of the United Nations), and Allassane
Ouatara (current President of Côte d’Ivoire).

The quantitative and qualitative significance of these African student mobilities in the United
States does not, however, seem to have generated the same enthusiasm in historiography as the
stays of students to the former colonial metropolises or the countries of the former communist
bloc.2 To my knowledge, research conducted so far on African students in the US has only given

© The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction,
provided the original article is properly cited.

1In 1962, 8,928 Africans were studying in France, 4,996 in the US, 4,111 in the UK and 1,700 in the USSR. In 1978, they
were 55,747 in France, 34,000 in the US (almost a quarter of the total), 13,654 in the USSR and 12,888 in the UK. UNESCO,
Statistics of Students Abroad, 1962–1968 (Paris, 1971) and Statistics of Students Abroad, 1974–78 (Paris, 1982).

2Among the many works on these destinations, see in particular: H. Adi, West Africans in Britain, 1900–1960:
Nationalism, Pan-Africanism and Communism (London, 1998); F. Blum, ‘L’indépendance sera révolutionnaire ou ne sera
pas: étudiants africains en France contre l’ordre colonial’, Cahiers d’histoire : revue d’histoire critique, 126 (2015), 119–38;
E. Burton (ed.), ‘Journeys of education and struggle: African mobility in times of decolonization and the Cold War’,
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rise to one-off articles, has been addressed as part of a more general theme, or has focused on
particular prominent individuals.3 In many cases, these studies focus on a particular nationality
of students.4 This is notably the case in the work produced following the election of Barack
Obama to the US presidency, which dealt with the ‘Kenyan student airlifts’, in which the president’s
father had taken part.5 Finally, research on students who left for the United States since independ-
ence, by far the period with the most departures, is particularly scarce.6

Moreover, the literature on African students trained in the United States since the 1960s is
marked by a clear historiographical bias: it often views their experience only as a case study of
the history of US diplomacy in the Cold War context. Their education is seen as a dimension of
the American imperialist project in its race to win the ‘hearts and minds’ of the ‘Global South’.7

This analysis is partly justified: the competition with the USSR was decisive in the establishment
of US educational exchange programs in the second half of the twentieth century. But, as
Ludovic Tournès and Gil Scott-Smith explain, ‘these perspectives tend to simplify or overlook
the complex nature of scholarships, interpreting them in terms of simple success or failure’.8 In add-
ition, the role assigned to African actors is often limited to that of mere beneficiaries of assistance or
agents of dissemination of American ideals. It thus overshadows the capacity for initiative and influ-
ence on the part of the political and educational actors in Africa.

Yet the imperatives, interests, concerns, and aspirations of these African actors have also shaped
the process of US scholarship offers to Africans. At the time of decolonization, the dynamics that
enabled many African students to travel across the Atlantic were based on the pan-African networks
forged since the 1920s between African nationalist leaders and African American politicians and

Stichproben. Wiener Zeitschrift für kritische Afrikastudien, 34:18 (2018); M. Goebel, Anti-Imperial Metropolis. Interwar Paris
and the Seeds of Third-World Nationalism (Cambridge, 2015); D. Hodgkinson, ‘Politics on liberation’s frontiers: student
activist refugees, international solidarity, and the struggle for Zimbabwe, 1965–79’, The Journal of African History, 62:1
(2021), 99–123; C. Katsakioris, ‘The Lumumba University in Moscow: higher education for a Soviet–Third World alliance,
1960–91’, Journal of Global History, 14:2 (2019), 281–300; M. de Saint-Martin, G. Scarfò, K. Mellakh and J.-P. Dozon (eds.),
Étudier à l’Est : expériences de diplômés africains (Paris, 2015).

3M. Omolewa, ‘The impact of U.S.-educated African students on educational developments in Africa, 1898–1955’, The
Journal of African American History, 100:2 (Spring 2015), 272–89; W. L. Williams, ‘Ethnic relations of African students
with Black Americans, 1870–1900’, The Journal of Negro History, 65:3 (1980), 228–49; E. W. Smith, Aggrey of Africa, a
Study in Black and White (London, 1929); M. Sherwood, Kwame Nkrumah: the Years Abroad, 1935–1947 (Legon, 1996).

4S. A. Getahun, The History of Ethiopian Immigrants and Refugees in America, 1900-2000 (New York, 2007);
G. D. Morgan, ‘Exploratory study of problems of academic adjustment of Nigerian students in America’, The Journal of
Negro Education, 32:3 (1963), 208–17.

5J. C. Harper II, ‘Tom Mboya and the African students airlifts: inclusion, equity and higher education among Kenyan
women and men’, Africology: The Journal of Pan African Studies, 10:9 (2017), 82–105; T. Shachtman, Airlift to America:
How Barack Obama, Sr., John F. Kennedy, Tom Mboya, and 800 East African Students Changed Their World and Ours
(New York, 2009); R. F. Stephens, Kenyan Student Airlifts to America, 1959–1961 (Nairobi, 2013).

6J. C. Parker ‘“Made-in-America revolutions”? The “Black University” and the American role in the decolonization of the
Black Atlantic’, The Journal of American History, 96:3 (2009), 727–50; E. J. Rich, ‘United States of America government spon-
sored higher educational programs for Africans 1957–1970 with special attention to the role of the African American
Institute’ (unpublished PhD thesis, Teachers College, Columbia University, New York, 1978); O. Laosebikan, ‘From student
to immigrant: the diasporization of the African student in the United States’ (unpublished PhD thesis, University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign, 2012).

7T. Brawner Bevis and C. J. Lucas, International Students in American Colleges and Universities: A History (New York,
2007); L. Bu, Making the World Like Us: Education, Cultural Expansion, and the American Century (New York, 2003);
E. Jefferson Murphy, Creative Philanthropy. Carnegie Corporation and Africa, 1953–1973 (New York, 1976); P. Kramer,
‘Is the world our campus? International students and US global power in the long twentieth century’, Diplomatic History,
5 (2009), 781; I. Parmar, Foundations of the American Century: The Ford, Carnegie and Rockefeller Foundations in the
Rise of American Power (New York, 2012); C. Unger, ‘The United States, decolonization, and the education of Third
World elites’, in J. Dülffer and M. Frey, Elites and Decolonization in the Twentieth Century (Basingstoke, 2011), 241–55.

8L. Tournès and G. Scott-Smith, ‘A world of exchanges: conceptualizing the history of international scholarship programs
(nineteenth to twenty-first centuries)’, in L. Tournès and G. Scott-Smith (eds.), Global Exchanges: Scholarships and
Transnational Circulations in the Modern World (Oxford, 2018), 4.
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scholars. These networks proved indispensable to the creation of the US scholarship programs at the
beginning of the 1960s. Then, it is the convergence of interests between governmental and academic
actors on both sides of the Atlantic at the time of independence that has made possible the effective
implementation of these programs in Africa. The participation of African leaders was indeed essen-
tial in the selection process of the candidates, as well as in the organization of the departures and the
incentive to return.

While on the US side the training of African students was a Cold War strategic concern, African
leaders sought to take advantage of foreign scholarship programs as postcolonial opportunities. On
the one hand, they appropriated training projects in the United States to support their nation-
building policies, and on the other, they used them to develop international cooperation and
take advantage of the bipolar Cold War context. The training of Africans in the United States
must therefore be considered less from the perspective of the American diffusionist project than
as a process resulting from reciprocal dynamics. These dynamics were built on imbalances of
power, but also, to use Frederick Cooper’s words, on ‘the subtle and ongoing interplay of cooper-
ation and critique, of appropriation and denial’.9

The first objective of this article is to highlight the agency of African political and educational
actors in the history of student mobility in the United States at the time of independence.10

Through this case study, it also aims to shed light on the broader process of making postcolonial
Africa, by highlighting the role played by transnational educational dynamics. From a more general
perspective, this article will thus seek to put African issues and actors back into the history of
student mobility in the United States and, in turn, assess the impact of US scholarship programs
on the history of African nation-building. For this, I will focus on one of the pioneering US schol-
arship programs, the African Scholarship Program of American Universities (ASPAU). ASPAU
offers an interesting case study in that it was the product of several actors— including governments,
philanthropic organizations, and academic institutions — and, consequently, pursued a combin-
ation of political, developmental, and educational objectives. It was also the first major US scholar-
ship program for almost all African countries, sponsoring nearly 1,600 students from 34 countries
who graduated in the United States between 1961 and 1975.11

I will specifically address the launching of ASPAU at the turn of the 1950s and 1960s, as it reveals
the decisive role of pan-African connections and networks in the emergence of African student
mobilities in the United States. It also highlights the role played by the African and American aca-
demic communities in shaping scholarship projects. Finally, the launching of ASPAU also sheds
light on a number of challenges and dilemmas of postcolonial governance. The participation of
African leaders in the program indeed reflects the issues they faced and the strategies they adopted
as they came to power. While they sought on the one hand to implement their national political
agendas and consolidate their authority locally, they were subject to exogenous factors and inevit-
ably caught up in global power relations. This was particularly true regarding the development of
higher education. It was indispensable for implementing nation-building and Africanization policies
and for responding to the imperatives of the global developmentalist project and at the same time it
was the object of a fierce competition between Cold War powers. ASPAU represented an opportun-
ity for African leaders to play a role in these complex local and global Cold War interactions that
strongly conditioned the establishment and viability of their new African states.

In the first part of the article, I will present the transatlantic network that was at the origin of
ASPAU. The second part will be devoted to the launching and implementation of the program

9F. Cooper, Decolonization and African Society. The Labor Question in French and British Africa (Cambridge, 1996), 10.
10I consider here the concept of agency according to the definition given by Sherry Ortner: ‘it is in short about people

playing, or trying to play, their own serious games even as more powerful parties seek to devalue and even destroy them.’
See, S. B. Ortner, Anthropology and Social Theory. Culture, Power and the Acting Subject (London, 2006), 147.

11The African American Institute (AAI), Final Report, African Scholarship Program of American Universities (ASPAU),
New York, 30 Apr. 1976, 1.
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in Africa, made of pressure and interested cooperation. In the third part, I will show how and why
ASPAU was perceived as an opportunity by governments, educational circles, and students in
Africa. Finally, in the last part, I will look at the processes that eventually led to the termination
of ASPAU, from the growing opposition of African academics to the questioning of ASPAU’s effect-
iveness by the US government. The migration experience of African students per se will therefore
not be the focus of this article, although the motivation of the scholars and their visions for the
program will be presented.12 Their testimonies reveal that, like the African political and educational
leaders participating in the program, they sought to use ASPAU to advance their agendas in the
uncertain but also hopeful context of a newly independent Africa.

A transatlantic network for Africans training in the US: the African American Institute

The first training trips of Africans to the United States date back to the mid-nineteenth century. At
that time, American missionaries began sending young West Africans to American colleges for reli-
gious training. From the interwar period, pan-African connections established between intellectuals
and militants on both sides of the Atlantic allowed African nationalist leaders to leave for their edu-
cation. They often studied in the ‘Black Colleges’ where the meeting with African American teachers
and students as well as the experience of segregation consolidated their anticolonialist convictions.
Kwame Nkrumah, future first president of independent Ghana, notably enriched his pan-African
consciousness on the campuses of Lincoln University and the University of Pennsylvania between
1935 and 1943.13

During the Second World War, departures for the United States almost completely stopped. But
by the end of the 1940s, three decisive and complementary factors made training abroad a real
option for a growing number of young Africans: decolonization, development aid, and the Cold
War. Indeed, higher education, as a part of the developmentalist project, became both a geostrategic
concern for the US and Soviet powers and a central element of the political projects of African
nationalist leaders.14 On the one hand, the training of African elites was seen by the Soviet and
American governments as a means of increasing their influence in a region that was gradually
emancipating itself from colonial rule. Based on the idea that education was a decisive factor in
the modernization of these developing countries, first the USSR and later the US began to invest
in the education of Africans in the late 1950s.15

On the other hand, African leaders’ demands for more higher education were increasing, with
the target of training the leadership of the future independent states they were calling for.16

After independence, this need for university training became a necessity in view of the lack of
qualified personnel in their young countries. To fill the void left by the departure of former colonial
officials or to replace the large number of expatriates who still held key government or university
positions, new heads of states saw the rapid training of African modernizing elites as a priority.17

12This research is based on archival documents produced by the US government, the government of Ghana, private insti-
tutions that participated in ASPAU, and on interviews conducted with ASPAU alumni.

13E. Engel, Encountering Empire: African American Missionaries in Colonial Africa, 1900–1939 (Stuttgart, 2015);
M. Sherwood, Kwame Nkrumah: the Years Abroad, 1935–1947 (Legon, 1996).

14F. Cooper, ‘Writing the history of development’, in F. Cooper and R. Packard (eds.), International Development and the
Social Sciences: Essays on the History and Politics of Knowledge (Berkeley, 1997), 14–15; D. Engerman, N. Gilman,
M. H. Haefele and M. E. Lataham (eds.), Staging Growth. Modernization, Development and the Global Cold War
(Amherst, 2003).

15C. Katsakioris, ‘Creating a socialist intelligentsia. Soviet educational aid and its impact on Africa (1960–1991)’, Cahiers
d’Études africaines, 226 (2017), 259–87; S. A. Divon and W. Derman, United States Assistance Policy in Africa: Exceptional
Power (Basingstoke, 2017), 108–19.

16See in particular F. N. K. Nkrumah, Education and Nationalism in Africa, Reprint from November 1943 Issue of
Educational Outlook, University of Pennsylvania (Philadelphia, 1943), 7.

17N. T. Assié-Lumumba, Higher Education in Africa. Crises, Reforms and Transformation (Dakar, 2006), 43–4.
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Yet, in Africa in 1960, there were only 20 higher education centers (not counting South Africa,
where most of the universities were for whites only). Most also offered only courses in two or
three disciplines.18

To meet this strong demand for higher education, some African politicians and educators chose
to rely on training abroad. In 1959, Kenyan trade unionist Tom Mboya set up ‘airlifts’ that allowed
800 Kenyan students to study in the United States until 1962.19 At the same time, Nigerian educator
Stephen Awokoya was visiting Harvard University and meeting with David Henry, the university’s
admissions director. They talked about the imminent independence of Nigeria and Awokoya
suggested that Harvard could celebrate the event by offering scholarships to Nigerian students.
David Henry, aware of what was at stake with the upcoming independence of many African coun-
tries and concerned about Harvard’s international stature, accepted the idea. He also managed to
involve several other prestigious East Coast universities. For his part, Awokoya obtained assistance
from the Nigerian government for travel expenses. This is how the Nigerian-American Scholarship
Program (NASP) was born, which allowed 24 Nigerian students to begin their studies in the United
States in the fall of 1960.20

Building on the success of NASP, David Henry wanted to create an identical program for the
entire African continent. But in order to achieve this ambitious project, he had to find: 1) a
solid administrative structure; 2) a greater financial contribution; 3) political support, in
Washington as well as in Africa.21 He then turned to the African American Institute (AAI), a pri-
vate American organization, which would satisfy all three of these needs at once. AAI was founded
in 1953 in Washington, DC, for the purpose of ‘building friendly ties between the people of Africa
and the Unites States . . . and assisting in the education and training related to the economic and
social development of Africa’.22 It was led by a range of personalities who advocated for greater
US public and private investment in Africa. The membership of its Board of Trustees in 1960
sheds light on this network. It included several members of philanthropic foundations such as
Dana S. Creel of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund and Alan Pifer of the Carnegie Corporation of
New York. There were also politicians, like Democratic congressman Chester Bowles, who were
in charge of promoting African education at the highest political levels. Businessmen, such as
Harold K. Hochschild of the American Metal Climax Inc., for their part, encouraged American
companies to invest in Africa.23

But it was above all its trustees with direct contacts in Africa that enabled AAI to become a key
figure in the creation of US scholarship programs. The most influential of these was the African
American academic Horace Mann Bond. Born in 1904, Bond had forged ties with several future
African leaders on US campuses during the interwar period, such as Azikiwe.24 This pan-African
network was further consolidated after the Second World War during Bond’s numerous trips to
Africa, and by his activity as president of Lincoln University in hosting many African students

18UNESCO, The Development of Higher Education in Africa, Report of the Conference on the Development of Higher
Education in Africa, Tananarive 1962 (Paris, 1963), Part II, Chapter V, ‘List of Institutions of Higher Education in
Africa’, 274–307.

19E. Burton, ‘Decolonization, the Cold War and Africans’ routes to higher education overseas, 1957–65’, Journal of Global
History, 15:1 (2020), 181.

20Africa America Institute Records, University of Massachusetts, Amherst (AAIR), AAI 81202731, The African American
Institute (AAI), ‘The origin of the Institute of African-American Relations. 1953 to 1959’, 8.

21AAIR, AAI 194912, AAI, ‘A report on the African Scholarship Program of American Universities, 1960–1970’, 6.
22AAIR, AAI 81202731, AAI, ‘The metamorphosis of the African-American Institute between 1953 and 1958’, 1. The AAI

was known as the Institute of African-American Relations until 1958. It still exists today as the Africa America Institute.
23Rockefeller Archive Center, Tarrytown, NY (RAC), Rockefeller Brothers Fund records (RBFR), Folder 157,

African-American Institute, AAI, Annual Report, 1959–60. On H. K. Hochschild, see: I. Phimister, ‘Profit and race of copper
mining enterprises in Central Africa, 1946–1958’, The Business History Review, 85:4 (2011), 749–74.

24W. J. Urban, Black Scholar: Horace Mann Bond, 1904–1972 (Athens, Ga, 1992); AAIR, AAI 81202731, AAI, ‘The origin
of the Institute of African-American Relations. 1953 to 1959’.
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and leaders –– as when he awarded an honorary doctorate to Nkrumah in 1951.25 Bond also worked
to create connections between his African contacts and American business, political, and philan-
thropic circles. Thus, in 1952, he acted as an intermediary between the government of the Gold
Coast (later Ghana) and the American Anaconda Copper Company with a view to the latter’s par-
ticipation in the Volta River dam project.26

Bond put his network at the service of AAI, allowing it to establish a foothold on the African
continent. It was thanks to Bond that AAI established its International Advisory Council in 1955
in order to provide advice and policy guidance to its Board of Directors. Several future West
African heads of state participated in this Council: William V. S. Tubman of Liberia, Obafemi
Awolowo and Nnamdi Azikiwe of Nigeria and, of course, Kwame Nkrumah of the Gold Coast.27

AAI also established offices in Accra in 1958, followed by offices in Leopoldville, Lagos, and Dar
es Salaam.28 This implantation of AAI in Africa was backed by most African leaders, as evidenced
by the letter of support that Nkrumah wrote to Emory Ross, AAI’s president, after the opening of
the Accra office: ‘I am most appreciative of the good work your Institute aims to do for our two
continents, and . . . my government would give the Institute every possible assistance in its work
in Africa’.29

The fact that AAI was led in part by African Americans and presented itself as a nongovernmen-
tal and nonpolitical organization made it easier for it to establish itself in many African countries.
However, AAI was actually working for US diplomatic and economic interests. In addition to their
friendly ties with State Department officials, AAI leaders made no secret of their support to the
national effort against Soviet expansion.30 AAI was even financed in part by CIA funds between
the mid-1950s and 1962.31 In addition, the US government entrusted AAI with some aspects of
its diplomatic activities –– including hosting African leaders on tour in the US –– which actually
made it a parastatal agency.32 Even Waldemar Nielsen, AAI’s president, declared in 1962 that:
‘The view that AAI is essentially a private organization is thus unrealistic, for we have many public
obligations. The US Government needs a well-qualified organization to carry out its affairs in
Africa. AAI is and will remain primarily a government-contract organization’.33

25Bond’s numerous trips to Africa and his good relations with Nkrumah and Azikiwe made him one of the pioneers of the
renewed exchanges between African American leaders and West African nationalists during the 1950s. The leaders of African
independence — in particular Nkrumah — inspired many black American activists, artists and academics who traveled to
Africa during this period, such as Reverend Martin Luther King, trade unionist Asa Philip Randolph, historian W. E. B.
Du Bois, and economist W. Arthur Lewis. J. Meriwether, Proudly We Can Be Africans. Black Americans and Africa,
1935–1961 (Chapel Hill, 2002); K. K. Gaines, American Africans in Ghana: Black Expatriates and the Civil Rights Era
(Chapel Hill, 2006); B. G. Plummer, In Search of Power. African Americans in the Era of Decolonization, 1956–1974
(New York, 2013).

26See the three letters from Horace M. Bond to Kwame Nkrumah dated 19 Aug. 1952, 22 Aug. 1952, and 16 Sep. 1952,
Horace Mann Bond Papers (HMBP), Special Collections and University Archives, University of Massachusetts Amherst
Libraries, Nkrumah, Kwame, June 1952.

27HMBP, Africa-America Institute, May 18, 1953–1954, Institute of African-American Relations, ‘The African-American
Bulletin’, 1:4 (1955).

28HMBP, Africa-America Institute, January 12, 1959–January 19, 1959, E. Jefferson Murphy to Alan Pifer, 15 Jan. 1959
and ‘Memorandum’.

29HMBP, Africa-America Institute, April 19, 1957–June 26, 1957, Kwame Nkrumah to Dr. Ross, 28 May 1957. See also
Public Records and Archives Administration Department, Accra, Ghana (PRAAD), RG 3/5/1913, Secretary to the Prime
Minister to Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Education, Ghana, ‘Institute of African-American Relations’, 11 Mar. 1957.

30HMBP, Africa-America Institute, 1956, Institute of African American Relations, Inc., ‘Statement Policy’, 1.
31AAIR, AAI 81202731, Melvin J. Fox to William D. Carmichael, Inter-Office Memorandum: ‘Evaluation of the

African-American Institute’, 27 Aug. 1980.
32HMBP, Africa-America Institute, January 21, 1959.–January 1959, ‘Typical Staff Activities in Cooperation with other

Agencies during Month of June’.
33HMBP, Africa-America Institute, December 5, 1962, AAI, ‘Record of Staff Conference, Eagle Nest, November 9–12,

1962’, 33. See also Rich, United States of America, 79–99.
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As a result of these entanglements, some African leaders were suspicious. For example, Sékou
Touré, Guinea’s first president, opposed the opening of an AAI office in Conakry in 1960.34 But
other African leaders chose to cooperate with AAI. They often did so in order to achieve their
own political objectives. The Tanganyikan government used AAI’s presence in Dar es Salaam to
reach out to the US government, in order to invite it to participate in local education programs.35

For his part, Azikiwe used his contacts within AAI to find financial and political support in the
United States to carry out his project of founding the university in Nsukka.36

Cooperation and influences: the creation of the African Scholarship Program of American
Universities (ASPAU)

Since its founding, AAI had offered occasional scholarships to African students wishing to come to
the United States.37 In 1959, it sought to expand this activity by creating a large-scale program, but
the especially high university fees in the United States deterred it from doing so. David Henry’s pro-
gram for African students had precisely the advantage of grassroots support from American univer-
sities, which committed to paying the full cost of tuition. AAI officials therefore decided to support
the project when Henry presented it to them. They then used their network to help Henry secure
the participation of both the US and African governments38.

Henry first approached the Deputy Director for Program and Planning of the US
International Cooperation Administration (ICA), James P. Grant, who happened to be a found-
ing member of the AAI.39 Accompanied by Loyd Steere, Executive Vice President of AAI, Henry
met Grant in Washington, DC, in September 1960. Grant assured Henry and Steere of his inter-
est in the program and proposed that ICA (which in 1961 became the United States Agency for
International Development, USAID) should assume the students’ maintenance costs.40 Until
then, the US government had participated in educational programs for African students only
occasionally, and had left philanthropic foundations to promote American interests through
their education programs in Africa.41 But when it realized that the Soviet Union had set up train-
ing programs for African students as early as 1958 and founded the Lumumba University for
‘Third World’ students in 1960, the US State Department decided to get more directly involved
and sought to attract more African students to the United States by providing scholarship pro-
grams.42 By bringing in these students and introducing them to the values of the ‘free world’, the
US government sought to create a corps of elites who would later serve as a relay for its interests
in Africa.43

34HMBP, Africa-America Institute, August 18, 1960–October 17, 1960, AAI, ‘Board of Trustees Meeting 60-IX,
October 17, 1960’, 9.

35It was only after its unification with Zanzibar in 1964 that Tanganyika became the United Republic of Tanzania. HMBP,
Africa-America Institute, August 14, 1961–August 31, 1961, ‘Dar-es-Salaam Office, Progress Report, June 1, 1961’.

36HMBP, Africa-America Institute, January 21, 1959–January 1959, ‘Visit to the United States of the Honorable Nnamdi
Azikiwe, Premier of Eastern Nigeria, 6th to 22nd July 1959’, News from Nigeria (Nigeria Liaison Office, Washington,
June 1959), 1–2; T. Livsey, Nigeria’s University Age. Reframing Decolonisation and Development (London, 2017), 119–43.

37AAIR, AAI 81202731, AAI, ‘The origin of the Institute of African-American Relations. 1953 to 1959’, 1.
38AAIR, AAI 194912, ‘A report on the African Scholarship Program of American Universities, 1960-1970’, n.d., 3.
39HMBP, Africa-America Institute, August 18, 1960–October 17, 1960, David Henry to Mr. James P. Grant, Deputy

Director for Program and Planning, International Cooperation Administration, 10 Sep. 1960; RAC, Ford Foundation records
(FFR), Africa-America Institute 06300189, Melvin Fox to Philip H. Coombs, 7 Mar. 1961.

40FFR, Office Files of J. Howard, Series I. Subject Files, Folder D-246, ‘Memorandum’, John B. Howard to Clarence
H. Faust and Henry T. Heald, 12 Sep. 1960.

41Parmar, Foundations, 149–79; Jefferson Murphy, Creative Philanthropy.
42Katsakioris, ‘The Lumumba University’.
43Foreign Relations of the United States, 1955–1957, Volume XVIII, Africa, ‘National Security Council Report Source -

August 26, 1958 - NSC 5818 - Note by the Executive Secretary to the National Security Council on U.S. Policy Toward
Africa South of the Sahara prior to the calendar year 1960’; Kramer, ‘Is the world our campus?’, 781.
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Henry and Steere also obtained the involvement of the Ford Foundation, the Carnegie
Corporation of New York, and the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, which each pledged financial support
to AAI for the administration of the program.44 Participating African governments were also
expected to contribute to the program, as they would pay for their students’ transportation. In
April 1961, ICA and AAI signed a contract that formally established the program as the African
Scholarship Program of American Universities (ASPAU). The contract also specified the overall
objective of the program, which was to meet ‘the most urgent needs for manpower for the balanced
and integrated economic and social development of the Cooperating Countries’.45 In this sense,
ASPAU was conceived and presented as a development assistance program for Africa.

Paradoxically, ASPAU was also a very elitist program. American universities did not commit to
APSAU until they were assured that ‘in return of their financial commitment’, they would get
‘highly qualified students who had every chance to benefit from the experience and succeed up
to expected performance levels’.46 To this end, university officials would participate in all stages
of the selection process, which included an academic record assessment, an aptitude test, and a per-
sonal interview.47 The objective was clearly to select the African students who had achieved the best
grades. The US government also endorsed this rigorous selection process that would help identify
Africa’s future leaders.48 ASPAU was therefore based on a qualitative rather than quantitative
approach to education. And the number of students selected in relation to the number of applicants
clearly shows this: for the first year of the program — available in 18 countries — 8,000 applications
were sent and only 239 students were selected.49 A final total of 1,594 undergraduate students from
34 African countries came to study in 236 American universities between August 1961 and
September 1975 (see Table 1).50

The total cost of the program was $33.3 million. Major funders included USAID, which contrib-
uted $19.2 million, universities ($11.9 million), African governments ($1.3 million), and founda-
tions ($325,000).51 These figures reflect the predominant roles of the US government and
universities in the program. In comparison, the contribution of African governments seems almost
symbolic. Yet, African leaders were key for the creation of ASPAU. Indeed, they not only partici-
pated by paying travel expenses, but they were also indispensable to the AAI by performing the
essential task of finding scholarship candidates. It was largely because it collaborated with its
local contacts that AAI was able to establish ASPAU in many African countries and in many
cases obtain the best candidates.

The AAI network in Africa was particularly useful for the creation of local selection committees
that were indispensable for selecting ASPAU scholarship holders. These committees were estab-
lished in almost every participating country and were composed of local and American political
and educational officials (Fig. 1). They met every year and were responsible for the first screening

44HMBP, Africa-America Institute, August 18, 1960–October 17, 1960, Loyd V. Steere, Executive Vice-President to
Dr. John W. Gardner, President, The Carnegie Corporation, 14 Sep. 1960; FFR, Office Files of John Howard, Series I:
Subject Files, Africa - Educational Exchange with Africa, Melvin J. Fox to F. C. Ward, 14 Nov. 1960; RBFR, Folder 2451,
Harvard University, African Scholarship-Program of American Universities, ‘Excerpt from Minutes of RBF Annual
Trustees’ Meeting, 18 May 1961’.

45This contract was established on the basis of the Mutual Security Act of 1951 and its amendments. AAIR, AAI 194912,
‘A report on the African Scholarship Program of American Universities, 1960–1970’, 7.

46AAI, Final Report, 13.
47HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, J. Newton Hill (Lagos Office director) to Mr. Loyd

V. Steere, 10 Mar. 1961.
48HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961. ‘Informal Meeting to Discuss Cooperation in

Educational Programs with Africa’, 21 Mar. 1961.
49AAI, Final Report ASPAU, 21 and ‘Appendix IX, Operation Search’.
50The regions still under French and Portuguese colonial domination or South Africa have never been considered to join

ASPAU. See Table 1.
51AAI, Final Report ASPAU, 20.
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of the records sent by candidates. They then interviewed the shortlisted candidates and proposed a
list of potential fellows to the ASPAU executive committee. This committee, chaired by David
Henry and composed of American universities’ representatives, finally decided on the definitive
list of scholarship recipients who were distributed among the participating universities.52

In many countries, ASPAU’s launch also benefited from the political support of personalities
close to AAI. This was the case in Nigeria, of course, where Azikiwe and Awokoya promoted the
program to regional education authorities. Three hundred and seventy-eight Nigerian students
were awarded ASPAU scholarships, a quarter of the total, making Nigeria the country that sent
the most students to the United States.53 In Cameroon, the Secretary General of the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Jean Betayene, was a key agent in the start-up of ASPAU. He had visited the
United States in 1960 and was hosted and assisted by an AAI official, Jules Engel. Thus, when
Engel arrived in Yaoundé in April 1961 to try to convince the Cameroonian government to partici-
pate in ASPAU, he went directly to Betayene. The latter promoted the program to his colleagues and
introduced Engel to Prime Minister Charles Assale.54 Following these meetings, the Cameroonian
government decided to participate in ASPAU and, in the end, sent the third most students of any
country, 121 in total.55

These contacts, however, were not always sufficient. AAI’s network in Africa was still brittle in
1960 and, above all, covered only part of the continent, with AAI being mainly located in
English-speaking West Africa. In addition, ASPAU faced intense competition: in 1962, more
than 130 donors, including 55 governments, were offering scholarships for African students to
study abroad. The strongest competition came from France, the United Kingdom, Eastern
European countries, and China.56 In order to face this challenge and to involve ASPAU in as
many countries as possible, AAI relied on its good relationship with the State Department. For
example, the United States Information Service (USIS) participated in the distribution of ASPAU

Table 1. African students in ASPAU by country.

Country Students Country Students

Botswana 11 (0.7%) Morocco 25 (1.6%)
Cameroon 121 (7.6%) Niger 5 (0.3%)
Chad 6 (0.4%) Nigeria 378 (23.7%)
Congo (Brazzaville) 2 (0.1%) Rhodesia 95 (6.0%)
Dahomey 12 (0.8%) Senegal 22 (1.4%)
Ethiopia 91 (5.7%) Seychelles 16 (1%)
Gabon 1 (0.1%) Sierra Leone 19 (1.2%)
Gambia 11 (0.7%) Somalia Republic 15 (0.9%)
Ghana 72 (4.5%) Swaziland 12 (0.8%)
Ivory Coast 35 (2.2%) Tanzania 109 (6.8%)
Kenya 129 (8.1%) Togo 13 (0.8%)
Lesotho 7 (0.4%) Tunisia 10 (0.6%)
Liberia 13 (0.8%) Uganda 112 (7.0%)
Malagasy Republic 19 (1.2%) Upper Volta 4 (0.3%)
Malawi 66 (4.I%) Zaïre 66 (4.10%)
Mali 5 (0.3%) Zambia 92 (5.8%)

Source: AAI, Final Report ASPAU, Appendix IV.

52AAIR, AAI 194912, ‘A report on the African Scholarship Program of American Universities, 1960–1970’, 8–12 and
Appendices 2 and 10.

53See Table 1.
54HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, ‘Report of Mission of Jackson-Engel in West Africa’,

19–20.
55See Table 1.
56UNESCO, ‘Fellowships for Africans’, Supplement to the thirteenth edition of Study Abroad: International Handbook,

Fellowships, Scholarships, Educational Exchange (Paris, 1961), 9–42.
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scholarship announcements in local newspapers.57 Ada Otue Ezekoye, a Nigerian ASPAU fellow,
remembered that it was the US Consulate in Enugu that directly contacted several high schools
in eastern Nigeria to inform them about ASPAU. Consulate officials explained to the principals
of these schools that the program was designed for ‘outstanding students’ and asked them to nom-
inate their best candidates.58

Using ASPAU: Africans’ training abroad as local opportunity

This collaboration between AAI and various bodies of the State Department was important for the
effective establishment of ASPAU in Africa, especially in countries that were in good terms with the
US government, such as Nigeria.59 But ASPAU’s success in gradually establishing itself in 34
African countries — some of which were clearly opposed to the United States — also relied on the
leaders of these new states finding the partnership to be in their own interest. These leaders did not
blindly commit to ASPAU. They assessed the potential benefits of the program for their government,
country, and educational institutions. And sometimes they declined the offer or set conditions.

ASPAU could offer definite advantages to these African leaders. First, the fact that it was con-
ceived and presented as a development assistance project could serve the modernization objectives
that were at the heart of African governments’ economic programs.60 Scholarships for study abroad
also represented an economic advantage. A student trained with an ASPAU scholarship was much

Figure 1. ASPAU Scholarship Board at work in Lagos, Nigeria (1964).
Source: RBFR, Folder 177, African-American Institute, African Scholarship Program of American Universities, Annual Report 1964–65, 10.

57HMBP, Africa-America Institute, April 27, 1961.–April 29, 1961, E. Jefferson Murphy to L. Steere, 1 Apr. 1961.
58Telephone interview with Ada Otue Ezekoye, 14 Jan. 2021.
59HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, J. Newton Hill (Lagos Office director) to L. Steere,

10 Mar. 1961.
60On the role of education in development plans in Africa, see among others: Federation of Nigeria, National Development,

Plan 1962–1968 (Lagos, 1962), 87–91; République du Sénégal, Plan Quadriennal de Développement, 1961–1964 (Dakar,
1961), 139 and 196–9.
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cheaper for his or her government than a student trained locally, especially considering that the vast
majority of students in African universities received scholarships from their government.61 ASPAU
also represented an interest at the political level. For example, some African leaders tried to polit-
ically leverage US interest for their students. In Senegal, Dr. Franck, rector of the University of
Dakar, agreed to discussions with representatives of AAI even though he felt that his university
had enough capacity to accommodate all students wishing to pursue postsecondary studies. He
therefore agreed in principle for six Senegalese students to go to the United States, but in exchange
for as many American students. Through this maneuver, Franck was in fact seeking to counter the
increasingly active presence of left-wing students on his campus. He hoped that the arrival at the
university of ‘bright young Americans, good mixers and politically mature’ learners would make
it possible to counterbalance the influence of the ‘leftist’ students. On the other hand, and according
to the Inspecteur de l’Académie M. de Buissy, the participation of the University of Dakar in
ASPAU was in agreement with ‘President Senghor’s very strong wish to make of Dakar a truly inter-
national university’.62

Senegal did not ultimately participate in ASPAU for its first year. Following the end of the
Fédération du Mali and the departure of the Malian students from the University of Dakar, it
found itself facing a shortage of students for the year 1961–2 and did not want to let any of
them leave for the US.63 But this setback for AAI in Senegal turned into an opportunity in Mali.
Since Mali did not have a university, no longer wanted to send students to Dakar, and even wanted
to reduce the number of those who went to France, there was a strong demand for scholarships else-
where. Offers came quickly, and the Soviets and Israelis seemed to be a step ahead of the Americans.
As ASPAU representative Robert L. Jackson wrote: ‘The Mali government find itself, therefore, with
more scholarship offers than it can handle and our offer of five or six scholarships is simply another
drop in the bucket’.64 Taking advantage of this competitive climate, the Malian Minister of
Education, Abdoulaye Singare, played on the competition. In an interview with Jackson, he
expressed reservations about his government’s ability to pay for ASPAU student transportation, not-
ing that the Soviet and Israeli scholarships paid for everything. Faced with this strategy, AAI was
forced to make compromises to make its offer more attractive.65

The launch of ASPAU has also became a political issue in the context of growing protest against
white rule in Central Africa. In Southern Rhodesia, white political and educational elites, who
wished to maintain total control over educational matters and limit in particular the access of
Africans to higher education, strongly opposed the establishment of ASPAU. As a reaction,
African leaders, such as Ndabaningi Sithole or Nathan Shamuyarira, seized on the unique oppor-
tunity that ASPAU presented. They approached ASPAU officials and pledged to provide high qual-
ity African candidates for the program. The interest of these African leaders was also beneficial to
ASPAU representatives, since Sithole and Shamuyarira quickly found qualified candidates and paid
for their transportation, thus efficiently replacing the government of the white minority. Finally,

61RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, David Henry, ‘Continuity and Change in ASPAU’, n.d. On the cost of
training a student in Africa at the time, see A. Lewis, ‘Education and economic development’, Social and Economic
Studies, 10:2 (1961), 113–27.

62HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, J. Engel to L. Steere, 2 Apr. 1961, and ‘Report of
Mission of Jackson-Engel in West Africa’, 3.

63Created at the end of 1958, the Fédération du Mali united Senegal and French Sudan (future Republic of Mali) in a single
political entity. It quickly ceased to exist when Senegal and Mali each declared independence on 20 August and 22 September
1960 respectively. F. Cooper, Citizenship Between Empire and Nation. Remaking France and French Africa, 1945–1960
(Princeton, 2014).

64HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, ‘Report of Mission of Jackson-Engel’, 4.
65Ibid., 4–6; HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, G. P. Hagberg to L. Steere, 20 Apr. 1961. On

the Malian government’s attitude towards Soviet and US assistance programs, see M. Touron, ‘Le Mali, 1960–1968. Exporter
la guerre froide dans le pré carré français’, Bulletin de l’Institut Pierre Renouvin, 45:1 (2017), 83–95.
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AAI incorporated Sithole and Shamuyarira into its local selection committee, which helped to legit-
imize them as reliable interlocutors in the eyes of US officials.66

Some governments initially refused to enter ASPAU, including not only Guinea and Senegal but
also Ghana. Although he was part of the AAI network in Africa, Ghanaian President Kwame
Nkrumah was skeptical of ASPAU from the outset. Since the Congo crisis in the summer of
1960 and the assassination of Patrice Lumumba in January 1961 — at the same time that
ASPAU was set up — Nkrumah had become suspicious of the US administration.67 But
Nkrumah’s initial refusal was also due to his willingness to promote the local option, which was
more consistent with his project of Africanization of education. Thus, as AAI representatives met
with Nkrumah to introduce ASPAU, his government was in the process of implementing a program
to actively develop higher education in the country. As explained in the report of the Commission
on University Education created for this purpose, the departure of students to study abroad needed
to be better controlled and the government should insist ‘on the principle that scholars should not
be sent overseas for training that is available in Ghana’.68 The government followed these recom-
mendations and commissioned the National Council for Higher Education to ensure that priority
was given to Ghana’s three universities, two of which had just been established.69 ASPAU was in
direct competition with the plans of the Ghanaian government, which therefore refused to enter
the program.70 Moreover, Nkrumah set Ghana on the road to socialism and wished that higher edu-
cation could produce a ‘socialist-minded intelligentsia’.71 For this reason, he created the Ideological
Institute of Winneba in February 1961, and promoted studies in the East following the signing of
cooperation agreements with the USSR in April 1961.72

The Ghanaian government, however, did not cut ties with AAI. In January 1962, AAI President
Waldemar Nielsen had a meeting with Deputy Minister for Education, J. B. Blay, about ASPAU.
While Nielsen mentioned Soviet scholarships for Ghanaian students, Blay replied that American
scholarships were nonetheless not banned and specified to Nielsen: ‘in line with our policy of non-
alignment we wished to take advantage of all that could be offered from both East and West’.73

Indeed, a year later, the government of Ghana announced that it agreed to allow Ghanaian students
to participate in ASPAU.74 But, as advocated by the National Council for Higher Education, it set
conditions: students could only study in some scientific disciplines that were not taught enough in

66HMBP, Africa-America Institute, April 27, 1961.–April 29, 1961, E. Jefferson Murphy to L. Steere, 17 July 1961.
67HMBP, Africa-America Institute, March 31, 1961–April 3, 1961, J. N. Hill to L. Steere, 10 Mar. 1961. On the develop-

ment of Ghanaian diplomacy in 1960-61, see W. Scott Thompson, Ghana’s Foreign Policy, 1957–1966: Diplomacy, Ideology
and the New State (Princeton, 1969), 162–97; M. Grilli, Nkrumaism and African Nationalism: Ghana’s Pan-African Foreign
Policy in the Age of Decolonisation (New York, 2018).

68Commission on University Education, Report of the Commission on University Education, December 1960–January 1961
(Accra, 1961), 20. See also: J. Allman, ‘Kwame Nkrumah, African Studies, and the politics of knowledge production in the
Black Star of Africa’, The International Journal of African Historical Studies, 46:2 (2013), 187.

69The University College of Ghana (no longer affiliated with the University of London and which would become a
Ghanaian national university), the Kumasi College of Technology (now a full-fledged university) and the University
College of Cape Coast. PRAAD, RG.3/6/56, ‘Statement by the Government on the Report of the Commission on
University Education, December, 1960–January, 1961’, 5 and RG 11/1/127, Committee on Manpower Priorities
(1961–67), Cabinet Committee on Establishment and Scholarships Matters (Scholarships) by The Economic Planning
Secretariat, 3.

70HMBP, Africa-America Institute, December 5, 1962, AAI, ‘Record of Staff Conference, Eagle Nest, November 9–12,
1962’, 7.

71C. Katsakioris, ‘Nkrumah’s elite: Ghanaian students in the Soviet Union in the Cold War’, Paedagogica Historica, 57:3
(2021), 2–3.

72G. Serra and F. Gerits, ‘The politics of socialist education in Ghana: the Kwame Nkrumah Ideological Institute, 1961–66’,
The Journal of African History, 60:3 (2019), 407–28; Scott Thompson, Ghana’s Foreign Policy, 165.

73PRAAD, RG 3/5/1913, Ministry of Education Dep., ‘Note’, 16 Jan. 1962.
74PRAAD, RG 3/5/1914, ‘Minutes of the First Meeting of the Advisory Council of the African-American Institute, Accra

Office, Held at the Office Premises on Wednesday, April 24, 1963, at 4.30 P.M’.
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Ghana.75 In fact, Ghanaian students in ASPAU were only allowed to apply for courses in chemistry,
physics, agronomy, electrical engineering, etc.76 Ghana was not the only country to take steps to
maintain some control over ASPAU. In Tanganyika, the government of Julius Nyerere subjected
ASPAU to governmental procedure: only students previously selected by a scholarship board com-
posed of representatives of the government and the University of Dar es Salaam could apply for
ASPAU scholarships.77

Finally, ASPAU was an opportunity for the students themselves. The first motivation of most of
those who applied was to get the best possible education. The ASPAU scholarship also represented a
real opportunity for social advancement. Their application was therefore primarily based on per-
sonal motivations. As Almouzar Maïga, a Malian ASPAU scholarship holder, explained, the choice
of a specific destination was often more the result of circumstances than of a desire to go to a par-
ticular country.78 Therefore, even though some students were aware that the education of Africans
was a Cold War issue, they did not see ASPAU as a way to embrace the US political project, let alone
to fight against the spread of communism in Africa. The trajectories of the students during their
stays and upon their return show that they were also far from being agents for the dissemination
of American interests, as US diplomacy initially contemplated. Some did not hesitate to criticize
publicly on campus the American intervention in Vietnam or to take up the cause of Cuba in its
struggle against the United States.79 Others, on their return, integrated into their countries’ govern-
ments and worked to implement socialist policies, nonaligned diplomacy, or even cooperation with
Eastern European countries.80

Resisting ASPAU: opposition and withdrawal

The main resistance to ASPAU in African nations came from educational circles. Their reactions to
ASPAU reflect the tension between the two sometimes competing projects: training aboard versus
training at home. As already seen, ASPAU was a highly selective and competitive program. The con-
sequence was often that the best students were selected for ASPAU. AAI, the US universities, the
State Department, and the philanthropic foundations participating in ASPAU wanted these best
students. According to Robert S. Scrivner of the Rockefeller Brothers Fund, ASPAU’s approach
was ‘to skim the cream of African students’.81 The excellence of ASPAU fellows is confirmed by
the results they obtained in the United States. Their success rate was 91 per cent, compared with
only 50 per cent among American undergraduate students.82 There was also an incentive for
African students to stay in the United States after graduation. Sometimes their professors encour-
aged them to continue at the master’s level, or even offered to provide funding for further studies.83

Ultimately, only 64 per cent of ASPAU students returned home after graduation.84

75RBFR, Folder 174, African American Institute, Newsletter, 4:2 (April 1963), 2–3; PRAAD, RG 11/1/127, ‘Summary of the
Recommendations of the Manpower Committee. Recommendations Affecting the Scholarship Secretariat’, n.d.

76AAI, Final Report ASPAU, ‘Appendix IX, Operation Search’, 51–62.
77Education and World Affairs, Study Committee on Manpower Needs and Educational Capabilities in Africa, Preliminary

Report for Tanganyika, Uganda, Kenya and Nigeria (New York, 1964), 61–2.
78Telephone interview with Almouzar Maïga, 2 Dec. 2020.
79Telephone interview with Dessalegn Rahmato, 18 Oct. 2020. See also B. Zewde, Documenting the Ethiopian Student

Movement: An Exercise in Oral History (Addis Ababa, 2010), 37–8.
80Telephone interviews: Walter Bgoya, 5 Oct. 2020; Almouzar Maïga, 2 Dec. 2020; and Grace Rubambey, 8 Jan. 2021.
81RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, R. W. Scrivner to D. S. Creel, 9 Nov. 1964; FFR, Catalogued Reports,

Reports 1-3254, F. X. Sutton, ‘Africa 10 years later’, 10.
82AAIR, AAI 194912, ‘A report on the African Scholarship Program of American Universities, 1960–1970’, 17 and ‘The

origin of the Institute of African-American Relations’, 11.
83RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, R. W. Scrivner to RBF Files, Memorandum, 2 Nov. 1964: ‘ASPAU -

Fourth Annual Conference, Fordham University, October 29, 1964’, 4.
84AAI, Final Report ASPAU, Appendix VII.
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Prominent figures in African academia complained to ASPAU about this situation. They criti-
cized the program for siphoning off Africa’s best students, depriving their own universities of the
leadership needed to strengthen their student body. Some also felt that ASPAU had created
‘local political pressures to accept the American idea of what constitutes “good university mater-
ial”’.85 As a result, academics took steps to try to stop this phenomenon. In Nigeria, Kenneth
Onwuka Dike, the Vice Chancellor of the University of Ibadan, while involved in the implementa-
tion of ASPAU in the country, tried from 1964 to discourage the departure of students.86 The
Registrar of the University of Ife directly contacted AAI and urgently asked that no more scholar-
ships for undergraduates be awarded to Nigerians.87 But the Nigerian Federal Government saw
things differently and did not really support the academics who opposed ASPAU. Like the
Ethiopian government, it even financially supported students who wanted to stay in the US for fur-
ther studies.88

Other governments were more receptive to the arguments of academics and began to take
steps to retain their students. In Zambia and Malawi, for example, as soon as national universities
became operational, governments required that students be exclusively assigned to them.89

Representatives from Kenya, Tanzania, Malawi, Uganda, Madagascar, and Congo
(Leopoldville) urged their ASPAU students to return home after graduation. In a joint letter,
they encouraged them to ‘seriously consider the importance of returning after the first degree
to [their] respective nations, . . . to contribute to the progressive independence of [their] contin-
ent’.90 For its part, the Ghanaian government created a special commission to collect information
on all overseas students in order to ensure their return and help them find work.91 These mea-
sures seem to have borne fruit, as there was a decline in demand for ASPAU scholarships and an
increase in the number of returnees after 1966.92

On the other side of the Atlantic, scholarship programs for Southern countries were also begin-
ning to arouse mistrust. In 1965, a memorandum from the State Department explained that ‘US
scholarship programs for undergraduate study in America create dissatisfied, misfit elites in
many African countries’.93 On its side, the Subcommittee on Africa of the US Congress created
a commission on African Students and Study Programs in the US. After interviewing educational
experts, the commission recommended to the US government that the priority for African educa-
tion be placed not in study opportunities in the US like ASPAU but in African institutions.94

From a more general point of view, Africa no longer held the interest in the US governing bodies
that it had in 1960. As early as 1963, the administration of John F. Kennedy, followed by Lyndon

85RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, D. Henry, ‘Continuity and Change in ASPAU’ (n.d.),10.
86RBFR, Folder 176, African-American Institute, ASPAU, 1965, R. W. Scrivner to RBF Files, Memorandum, 17 Sep. 1965,

‘ASPAU - Conversation with Ronald Springwater’.
87RBFR, Folder 177, African-American Institute, Robert W. Scrivner to RBF Files, Memorandum, 1 Mar. 1966, ‘ASPAU’.

See also D.J. Eberly, ‘Overseas scholarships as seen from Nigeria’, US Government, African Students and Study Programs in
the United States: Reports and Hearings of the Subcommittee on Africa (Washington, DC, 1965), 47–8.

88RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, ‘ASPAU Annual Report 1963–1964’, 6.
89RBFR, Folder 177, African-American Institute, R. W. Scrivner to RBF Files, Memorandum, 31 Oct. 1966, ‘ASPAU - Sixth

Annual Conference’, 2.
90From the ASPAU booklet The utilization of training, n.d., RBFR, Folder 176, African-American Institute.
91PRAAD, RG 11/1/127, G. T. Oddoye, Secretary, Civil Service Commission, Difficulties encountered by Ghanaian

Students Returning from Overseas, 31 Oct. 1967, 1.
92RBFR, Folder 166, African-American Institute, AAI Board of Trustees, ‘Quarterly Reports on AAI Programs and

Operations, April 1– June 30, 1966’, 1.
93Foreign Relations of the United States, 1961–1963, Vol. XXI, Africa, 197, ‘Ulric Haynes of the National Security Council

Staff to the President’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bundy), Washington, June 5, 1965, Memorandum,
SUBJECT: AF Chiefs of Mission Conferences’, ‘New Policy for Africa’, https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/
frus1964-68v24/d197.

94Subcommittee on Africa, Committee on Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, ‘African Students and Study
Programs in the United States. Report and Hearings’ (Washington, DC, 1965).
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B. Johnson’s, chose to focus on other regions of the world, in particular Southeast Asia, where Vietnam
was increasingly taking over US aid funding.95 Finally, given the low return rate of ASPAU students,
the developmentalist objective of the program and its ability to promote the dissemination of
American interests were seriously questioned. USAID and the participating universities even
found themselves in conflict on this point. Finding that the universities were reluctant to encourage
students to return home, USAID decided to reduce its funding for ASPAU beginning in 1967.96

Finally, AAI and the participating universities recognized that the increasing number of univer-
sities in Africa since ASPAU’s inception had reduced the relevance of the program. In view of the
continuing decline in applications, they took the decision, with USAID, to terminate the program in
1970. A final wave of only 29 fellows arrived in the fall of 1971, and the last students in the program
graduated in 1975.97

Conclusion

The history of ASPAU provides insight into the complex relationship between Africa and the
United States in the Cold War context. I have highlighted this complexity by considering the train-
ing of Africans in the United States not only as an instrument of US educational diplomacy but also
as a process resulting from reciprocal transatlantic dynamics. The objective was not to downplay the
reality of North-South domination and the imbalance of power that manifested in Africans’ training
in the US, for ASPAU was indeed constituted by asymmetrical power relations. Moreover, I showed
that the American actors in the program were able to impose their views thanks to the support of
their government, which was then seeking to enter Africa to counter Soviet initiatives.

On the other hand, I insisted on the capacity for action and reaction of African politicians and
educators participating in the training of African elites in the United States. The history of ASPAU
constitutes from this point of view a relevant case study to rethink the analytical frameworks of the
Cold War from Africa. Indeed, the strategies of reappropriation and resistance that some African
governments and academics adopted in reaction to the implementation of ASPAU demonstrate
that the Cold War was not only a process of East-West confrontation imposed on Africa, but
also a context of new opportunities for African countries. As David Engerman writes: ‘the geopol-
itical competition . . . provided an opportunity for Third World leaders to go aid-shopping, playing
the superpowers (plus China) off against each other’.98 As we have seen, the competition between
the USSR and the United States for the training of African students was seen as beneficial by some
African leaders. Their ability to obtain both ASPAU’s and socialist countries’ scholarships offered
African governments the opportunity to diversify their source of foreign aid, to move away from an
exclusive relationship with the former colonizer, and to lend diplomatic legitimacy to their still-
fragile power.99 The participation of African leaders in ASPAU was in this respect an example of

95T. Lyons, ‘Keeping Africa off the agenda’, in W. I. Cohen and N. Bernkopf Tucker (eds.), Lyndon Johnson Confronts the
World: American Foreign Policy, 1963–1968 (New York, 1994), 245–78; T. J. Noer, Soapy. A Biography of G. Mennen Williams
(Ann Arbor, MI, 2006), 267–90.

96RBFR, Folder 175, African-American Institute, R. W. Scrivner to RBF Files, Memorandum, 2 Nov. 1964, 6; AAI, Final
Report ASPAU, 50.

97AAI, Final Report ASPAU, 48–51. AAI, the US government, philanthropic foundations and universities continued to
collaborate with African governments and academia in at least two programs: the African Graduate Scholarship Program
(AFGRAD, 1963–1995) and the Inter-African Universities Program (INTERAF, 1968–1976). Management Systems
International, Capturing the Results of 30 Years of AFGRAD Training: Evidence of Change in Individuals and Institutions
Across Africa. Final Evaluation Report (Washington, DC, 1995); Association of African Universities, The Inter-African
Universities Scholarship Programme (INTERAF), AID/AFR-608, Final Completion Report (Accra, 1980).

98D. Engerman, ‘The Second World’s Third World’, Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History, 12:1 (2011), 196.
99K. Bell, ‘Developing a “sense of community”. U.S. cultural diplomacy and the place of Africa during the early Cold War

period, 1953–64’, in A. Jalloh and T. Falola (eds.), The United States and West Africa: Interactions and Relations (Rochester,
NY, 2008), 129.
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what Jocelyn Alexander, JoAnn McGregor, and Blessing-Miles Tendi call the ‘African uses of the
Cold War’.100 Although they were effectively and inevitably caught up in the power struggles of
the Cold War competition, these leaders still had room to ‘use’ the competing involvement of
the great powers for their own interests.

The ability of African actors to influence the implementation of ASPAU shows that the process
of building independent African States, far from being subject only to the legacies of the colonial era
and the injunctions of the new American and Soviet superpowers, was also the result of negotiations
and oppositions. Some African governments negotiated their participation by seeking to impose
their conditions, as in Senegal and Ghana. Others sought to put ASPAU at the benefit of their
own vision of education, as in Tanzania. African academics, for their part, upon realizing that
ASPAU could jeopardize the development of their universities, tried, and often succeeded, to
keep their students at home. Ultimately, the attitude of African actors involved in ASPAU finally
brought to light the original paradox of the program, and that eventually prompted its ending:
by seeking to contribute to the educational development of Africa, ASPAU also participated in
its impoverishment by depriving African nations of some their best young minds.
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