€Y Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

The Journal of Architecture

RIER Rt

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjar20

Architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa:
an investigation into pedagogical positions and
knowledge frameworks

Mark R. O. Olweny

To cite this article: Mark R. O. Olweny (2020) Architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa: an
investigation into pedagogical positions and knowledge frameworks, The Journal of Architecture,
25:6, 717-735, DOI: 10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794

ﬁ Published online: 08 Sep 2020.

N
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 79

A
& View related articles &'

P

(!) View Crossmark data &'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rjar20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjar20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rjar20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjar20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjar20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-09-08
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13602365.2020.1800794&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-09-08

717

Architectural education in
sub-Saharan Africa: an investigation
into pedagogical positions and
knowledge frameworks
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Formal architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa was established in
the 1920s, initially in South Africa, and later in Kenya and Nigeria
during the 1950s. The first postcolonial schools in Ghana and Sudan
were also inaugurated in the 1950s, triggering debates on the form
architectural education should take for a postcolonial Africa. The
origins of architectural education as a practice that was imposed across
the region have had an unwavering impact on the current state of edu-
cation in Africa. As the state of architectural education is increasingly dis-
cussed in global terms, the need to tell the story of sub-Saharan Africa
has never been more urgent. Although this is often obscured by dis-
course from other parts of the world, it remains especially significant in
relation to growing debates on decolonising and transforming edu-
cation. This article engages with discourses of architectural education
in the context of sub-Saharan Africa. Drawing from a wider study of
architectural education across the region, it offers crucial insights into
the pedagogical positions and knowledge frameworks that have
defined (and to an extent continue to define) how architectural edu-
cation is perceived and practised. The article investigates historic and
contemporary discourses of architectural education that are informed
by the recognition that architecture is a sociocultural phenomenon.
The cases presented may further destabilise the status quo and the
embedded hierarchies in architectural education. In the final instance,
they are testament to a growing penchant for change, as they acknowl-
edge alternative forms of knowledge and break from the hegemony of
ahistoric educational approaches.

Introduction

A century after the first architecture schools were established in South Africa,’
and seventy years after the founding of the first postcolonial architecture
schools in Ghana and Sudan,? the story of architectural education in sub-
Saharan Africa has never been more intriguing. Despite the century-long span
of this history of architectural education, international research on the subject
has been fairly limited to date. In October 2014, the ‘Building Modern Africa’
issue of the Journal of Architectural Education (JAE) included only one short
article on architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa.®> This gap was also
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evident a decade earlier in the September/October 2004 edition of Architectural
Design’s (AD) Profile on architectural education.* Finally, in the Spring 2018
special issue of Charette 'From the Global South: Pedagogical Encounters in
Architecture’, Nelson Mota and Dick van Gameren acknowledged that perspec-
tives of sub-Saharan Africa, which come largely from the global north, may be
problematic.® They could misrepresent the state of architecture (and architec-
tural education) across the region. The immense size of sub-Saharan Africa,
which encompasses diverse nations, cultures, and histories, renders this more
complex. Marshall Brown acknowledged this in his introduction to ‘Building
Modern Africa’.

JAE's foray into ‘Modern Africa’ was fraught with danger from the start. Our

proposition to survey a territory so large, geographically diverse, and culturally

distant, was bound to be a mix of discovery and conflict — similar to so many
other western incursions into Africa. The intellectual stakes for JAE rise at least
partially from the unfortunate fact that Africa continues to be a ‘dark continent’
for western architects.®
It is this reality, as well as my experience as an architectural educator
working in the region for approximately two decades, that have served as
a starting point for my exploration in the current state of architectural edu-
cation.” ldeas, opportunities, and challenges of architectural education
across the region are undoubtedly tied into global concerns and themes.
These highlight the similarities in architectural education in different parts
of the world. But there are also regional specificities that render such a
study additionally interesting. After a wider literature review of architectural
education across sub-Saharan Africa, which was instigated by my interest in
contemporary architectural pedagogy in eastern and southern Africa, two
key themes emerged. The first addresses pedagogical positions in architec-
tural education, and the ways in which these influence the nature of edu-
cational engagement. The second discusses the knowledge frameworks in
architectural education, a dominant theme in broader postcolonial edu-
cational literature.

Through a literature review of publications on architectural education across
sub-Saharan Africa, this article explores these two themes to investigate archi-
tectural educational discourse across the region. | started by using academic
citation databases, such as Art and Architecture, Avery Index to Architectural
Periodicals, and Scopus. But this initial strategy soon proved to be inadequate.
Very few publications on or from sub-Saharan Africa are available in these data-
bases. This is a challenge for any research project on Africa. Google Scholar
proved a much more valuable source as an academic citation search engine. Pro-
viding access to both academic and grey literature,® it offered a wider array of
publications, including a number of relatively obscure documents that greatly
enriched my study. But sourcing citations was not the only challenge. Sourcing
references was also difficult. In some cases, | had to rely on personal contacts to
obtain non-digitised documents, or even visit specific sites, such as the RIBA
Library with its significant collection of documents on architectural education
from across the world.
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In this article, my approach was intentionally inclusive. | engaged equally with
grey literature and other documents. While these are not usually included in
scholarly research, they proved to be a necessary component of my study on
sub-Saharan Africa. Some of these texts had been published in predatory jour-
nals, adding to the challenges of my research. Scholars based in Africa may
publish in these journals out of necessity, inexperienced naivety, and everything
else in between. While this did raise questions about the validity and quality of
these studies, | have included them in this article. These texts contribute to the
emerging discourse on architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa in their
own way. Their specific point of reference cannot be ignored. The sheer
volume of these published papers should be critiqued for what it is and for its
(positive or negative) impact on the broader discourse on architectural edu-
cation. While this article focuses on sub-Saharan Africa, my research draws
from studies that were published in English, mainly from the former British colo-
nies across the region.

Pedagogical positions

Debates around pedagogical approaches that would be appropriate for archi-
tectural education emerged as a primary area of interest. Pedagogical
approaches are additionally significant, because it is through these processes
that students adopt and develop architectural values. These are transmitted con-
sciously or unconsciously as part of the educational process.® Across sub-
Saharan Africa, formal educational pedagogy is intrinsically linked to its colonial
origins. It was initially introduced to enable individuals to enrol in the army,
engage with trade, become religious missionaries, or serve in roles within the
structures of colonial governance.'® Control of access to education ensured
the colonisers’ hegemony across the region. It also served to develop ideas
about the purpose of education as a means to access specific roles in govern-
ment. In this context, education was often synonymous with the mere trans-
mission (and acquisition) of pre-established knowledge."" Students entered
higher education to be provided with the knowledge, skills, and experience
that would enable them to engage in professional practice immediately after
their graduation. In this model, students were empty vessels to be filled,"?
what C. Greig Crysler has described as a ‘transmission model’,"® or ‘banking
education’, in Paulo Freire’s words.' This approach suggested an ‘entrenched
pedagogy’,'® which in turn encouraged notions of ‘cultural cloning’, a ‘systema-
tic reproduction of sameness’.’® To guarantee conformity, this model main-
tained a degree of dependence and alienation.”” In the context of
professional education, sameness is often understood as linking back to the his-
toric origins of a profession. In architecture, this builds a ‘sense of kinship with
centuries of traditions, thoughts, and personalities [...] the true tie that binds
those who practice architecture with those who teach it and study it'."® But
in sub-Saharan Africa, this has often meant casting students as blank slates,
disregarding their life experiences.'® Art educator Odoch Pido has noted how
this served to dislocate him (and his peers) from their societal context, a
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phenomenon that has also been described as ‘the spectacle of separation and
quartering’.?° This ‘separation from oneself’ was a prerequisite to participating
in modern (read: western) education.?’

Hermie E. Voulgarelis has been particularly critical of such ahistoric
approaches to architectural education.?? She has noted how the architecture
student of sub-Saharan Africa may be regarded as ‘non-traditional’ in the
context of ‘traditional’ architectural education.?® Pedagogical approaches that
have changed little over the years have not helped either. Joe Noero has
argued that this signifies a failure of architecture to embed itself into sub-
Saharan Africa.?* Instead, it seeks to emulate approaches from Europe or
North America that are perceived as the epitome of architectural education.?”
Nicholas Coetzer has suggested that this is part of the “absurdity of architectural
design education’ in sub-Saharan Africa.?® Such approaches instil in students an
‘alien’ set of references and values that do not reflect the realities of students’
lived experiences.?’ For Kirby Mania and others, this approach, which is based
on the notion of conformity with established norms and rules that bolster the
status quo, has contributed to further detaching architecture from the society
it purports to serve.?® The dearth of discourse on alternative and transforma-
tional approaches in architectural education is part of the same problem.?® It
is compounded by an accreditation system that is mainly interested in the
‘adequacy and quality of physical infrastructure’ in schools,®® rather than
pedagogical approaches or the curriculum '

Rethinking pedagogical approaches in the context of ‘decolonising the curri-
culum is far more nuanced than simply replacing theorists and authors’.3? This
was especially apparent in the early years of the school of architecture at the
Kigali Institute of Science and Technology (now the University of Rwanda),
where Garret Gantner challenged the view that limited access to resources
placed the school at a competitive disadvantage.>® Instead, he argued that
this presented an opportunity to redefine what architecture education in sub-
Saharan Africa could be. He suggested that primary research should be integral
to architectural education across the region. But libraries in many universities
across sub-Saharan Africa are also woefully underfunded and understocked.
Many architecture schools do not even have functional libraries.** In this
light, contemporary architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa becomes a
blank canvas from which a new educational paradigm could emerge. It presents
an opportunity to develop research techniques appropriate for the regional
context.3®> Gantner's students’ projects were similar to the design/build projects
of European and North American schools of architecture across sub-Saharan
Africa, but with a key difference. Students and instructors develop a close affi-
nity with the projects, as many students have first-hand experience of the con-
ditions for which they are designing. More alternatives to the inherent
shortcomings of the prevailing pedagogical approach have recently been put
forward. Roger C. Fisher and others have proposed storytelling or personal nar-
rative as a means of empowering students.>® They have argued that this would
blur the division between learners and instructors, an invaluable move in a
context where the prioritisation of a dominant narrative has prevented the
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emergence of alternative voices that institutionally ‘tend to be marginalised and
ostracised by professional and accreditation bodies’.3” For Phillip Luihl, this has
served as an opportunity to develop research prowess and specialisation.®® It
could also help in addressing the lack of research in architecture education
across the continent.® Finally, it could be an opportunity to level the playing
field between schools in Europe, North America, and sub-Saharan Africa.*®
Lack of resources would no longer mean that students in sub-Saharan Africa
are adversely disadvantaged. These students could instead set an example of
using found materials in their designs and presentations. They could showcase
the realities of resource constraints as a core element in architecture.*' In a
similar vein, lain Low has suggested that ‘an African approach to studio
demands that we “work the site” in all its multiple manifestations’.*? Low
sought to take the studio out of ‘the studio’ as a means of humanising and
defragmenting the stratifications in architectural education,*® noting that learn-
ing is ‘not an isolated activity but linked to context and social interaction’.**
Noero has further suggested that collaborative teaching approaches could
promote ethical practice.*> But this could only happen through true collabor-
ation, which goes beyond what Toma Berlanda has described as ‘educational
tourism’.*® When students of European and North American architecture
schools take on design/build projects that provide facilities for marginal commu-
nities, they do not usually acknowledge the involvement of (or do not engage
with) local architecture schools.*” This raises serious ethical questions, as it
could easily become a new wave of ‘educational colonialism’ by European
and North American schools.*® While such projects may provide accommo-
dation for marginal communities, they cannot be easily replicated, as their
design and construction methods are too complex for local craft workers.*
On the other hand, these projects pose a key challenge to architecture edu-
cation in sub-Saharan Africa, which does not usually engage with rural and mar-
ginal communities. This is the result of an ‘urban bias’ that has persisted in
architectural education across the region from the outset.*®

Such challenges have been a key driver for the most ambitious attempt to
reshape architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa. Lesley Lokko, pro-
gramme leader at the Graduate School of Architecture (GSA), University of
Johannesburg, at the time, has described it as follows:

In the context of a racist and heavily-policed educational paradigm, opening up

the pedagogical dogma to different views, positions and paradigms has had far-

reaching implications, both radical and benign. As previously mentioned, the

legacy of apartheid spatial ideology and planning has left architecture as a disci-

pline in a particularly precarious position.>'
The programme attempted to interrogate normalised but culturally loaded edu-
cational endeavours and spatial patterns. But it is still one of the very few schools
that have adopted this radically different approach to architectural education
that leads students to appreciate the role architecture can play in transforming
society.>? Lokko has further proposed that

a new set of pedagogies must be conceived of, a set of creative practices that

make it impossible for official structures to ignore or marginalise: we call these
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transformative pedagogies and it is our intention to develop these as the basic
building blocks of a new curriculum. Diversity — of medium, perspective,
approach and context — is key. The question of what constitutes an authentic
African architectural culture is still premature and evolving, but we believe that
protecting the space in which such a culture may develop and mature is the
school’s fundamental priority.>>
Within this pedagogical approach, research became the foundation of the pro-
gramme, as a means to bridge divides across histories, societies, and ideals. This
radically different approach to the prevailing and somewhat pervasive model of
architectural education was distinguished in the 2017 African Architecture
Awards. Two of the five shortlisted projects in the ‘Emerging Voices' category
were by students of the GSA.>* But the long-term future of these pedagogical
changes is still unclear, as resistance to alternative approaches persists, despite
these recent distinctions. This may relate to the specific nature of knowledge in
architectural education.

Knowledge frameworks

The framing of knowledge has had a significant bearing in architectural edu-
cation in sub-Saharan Africa. For the most part, this has been scaffolded by
European knowledge frameworks that have influenced the way in which archi-
tectural knowledge has been structured and presented. Architectural education
in the context of sub-Saharan Africa has largely been adopted wholesale from
Europe. It arrived as part of the colonial project and it was imposed with little
regard for local realities. In most cases, these approaches and knowledge
systems have changed little over the years. This is evident in the limited trajec-
tories and the scant discourse around architectural programmes.

Outside of South Africa, where the first architecture programmes were estab-
lished in the 1920s, it was not until the 1950s that two more schools were inau-
gurated at the Nigerian College of Arts, Science and Technology, Ibadan (now in
Nigeria) in 1952,%° and at the Royal Technical College, Nairobi (now in Kenya) in
1956 (see Figs 1 and 2).°8 Unlike their South African predecessors, these new
programmes were not professional. They rather aimed to train technicians
who would support architects from RIBA-accredited schools in the UK.>” A
change in colonial education policies in the late 1950s marked the transition
to fully fledged architecture programmes. This change was instigated by the
limited number of expatriate architects in the region. It aimed to address the
increasing demand for local professionals that needed to engage with the con-
struction boom after World War I1.>8 The newly revised professional architecture
programmes initially mirrored those in their parent institutions.> In addition,
both programmes built on the outcomes of the Conference on Tropical Archi-
tecture at University College London (UCL) in 1953.%° This conference was a
response to protests by Nigerian UCL students who considered their architec-
tural education in the UK inappropriate for the conditions they would encounter
upon their return to West Africa. Among other related developments, the
Oxford Conference in April 1958 foregrounded the scientific paradigm in
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1 - University of the Witwatersrand (1921)
2 - University of Cape Town (1922)
3 - Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria (1952)
(Nigerian College of Arts, Science and Technology)
4 - University of Nairobi (1956)
(Royal Technical College Nairobi)
5 - University of Khartum (1957)
6 - Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Technology (1958
(Kumasi University of Science and Technology)
7 - Uganda Martyrs University (2000)
8 - University of Rwanda (2004)
(Kigali Institute of Science and Technology)
9 - Graduate School of Design, University of Johannesburg (2015)

architectural education.®" This was especially evident in crucial debates around
tropical modernism, which became synonymous with the application of technol-
ogy and the epitome of modernisation across sub-Saharan Africa.®? These sig-
nificant developments set the tone and defined the direction of early
postcolonial architectural education. In the following decades, the ‘universal
appeal’ of modernism overshadowed sociocultural issues in the curriculum.
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Figure 1.

Location of architecture schools
presented in this study, digital
vector map processed by Mark
R. O. Olweny, 2020



Figure 2.
Timeline of key events, compiled by
Mark R. O. Olweny, 2020
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Year Event

1921 University of the Witwatersrand, South Africa - Inauguration of architecture
programme

1922 University of Cape Town, South Africa - Inauguration of architecture
programme

1952 Nigerian College of Arts, Science and Technology - Commencement of non
professional architecture programme

1953 Tropical Architecture Conference, University College London

1954 Architectural Association (AA) School of Tropical Architecture commences

1955 Nigerian College of Science and Technology - Inauguration of professional
programme

1956 Royal Technical College, Nairobi, Kenya - Commencement of non professional

architecture programme

1956 Independence - Sudan

1957 Independence - Ghana

1958 Oxford Conference

1958 Kumasi University of Science and Technology, Ghana - Commencement of
architecture programme

1958 Technical College, Nairobi, Kenya - Commencement of architecture
programme

1960 Independence - Nigeria

1961 Independence - Kenya

1984 African Union of Architects Conference: 'Appropriate Direction of Architectural

Education in the African Region of the British Commonwealth'

1988 Commonwealth Association of Architects / Nigerian Institute of Architects
Conference: ' Towards A New Direction in Architectural Education in Africa

1991 Commonwealth Association of Architects / Congress of Heads of Schools of
Architecture in the African Region Conference on Architecture Education

1994 First Free Election - South Africa

2000 Uganda Martyrs University - Commencement of architecture programme

2004 University of Rwanda - Commencement of architecture programme

2008 Uganda Martyrs University - Revision of architecture programme

2008 Oxford Conference 50 Years On

2015 Graduate School of Design, University of Johannesburg, South Africa -

Commencement of graduate architecture programme

It was not until the first post-independence architecture schools were inaugu-
rated in Ghana and Sudan that sociocultural issues came under keen scrutiny.
These reflected a broader desire to establish an architectural education that
would be appropriate for an independent Africa. The new curriculum would
have to address the pressing issues of urbanisation for a rapidly growing popu-
lation and a small-scale construction industry with limited technological
resources and few qualified locals.®® The new programmes also had to
respond to the emerging discourse on ‘African-ness’ and question approaches
that had been adopted almost wholesale from Europe.®* Responding to the
aspirations of a newly independent Africa, the inaugural dean of the School
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of Architecture, Town Planning and Building in Kumasi (Ghana) John Lloyd
noted that ‘a Faculty of Architecture [...], if it is to truly contribute to the
future of the [African] continent, must drastically redefine anew the task of
an “architect”’.®> This was in stark contrast to sentiments expressed by
Robert Gardner-Medwin, then Head of the Liverpool School of Architecture,
who oversaw the transition of the programme at Nairobi to a professional
degree level. Gardner-Medwin was eager to uphold the status quo, supporting
a science and technology focus for the programme.
[Architecture] is first of all deeply and fundamentally concerned with bringing the
applications of science and technology to bear upon the total problem of human
settlement,” Gardner-Medwin instructed his Nairobi colleagues. Architecture was
about delivering solutions to pressing material problems. It was a practical science
and African architecture programs like Nairobi's were where practitioners would
learn to apply rigorous technique to practical problems.®®
This decision defined how architectural education went on to be perceived in
East Africa well into the 1990s. But it was not without its challengers, as
various initiatives aimed to specify an appropriate architectural education for
sub-Saharan Africa. This was especially the case for Selby Mvusi who was
trained in South Africa and emerged as a key instigator for change in the pre-
vailing architectural curriculum. In hindsight, his endeavour could be viewed
as the outset of the decolonisation movement in architectural education in
East Africa. Mvusi called for a new approach that did away with the view of uni-
versal applicability and scientific rationality, as that ‘rationalised away’ the
notion of cultural difference. The scientific paradigms embedded in architectural
education at the time were regarded as universally applicable. They provided a
means for addressing the needs of development. These in turn linked architec-
tural education with the future of the fledgling postcolonial states of sub-
Saharan Africa. As Margaret and Alick Potter have already noted,
[building] is part of nationhood. When a new nation comes into being, its histor-
ians are apt to refer to its creators and ‘builders’, and its leaders as ‘architects’.
Once independence is achieved, to be able to build is — as any postage stamp col-
lector will vouch — one of the insignia of freedom, no less vital an element in
national self-esteem than the possession of armed forces or one’s own inter-
national airline. And the justifiable pride in building is all the more intense if a
nation happens to have a local vernacular — and, best of all, local materials —
that can be used and developed.®’
As a result, architectural education was founded on strong technological and
scientific processes that afforded the budding profession valuable academic cur-
rency.®® This approach placed culture and tradition firmly in the past. In this
paradigm, a ‘war on the past’ was built on the assertion that nothing meaning-
ful could be derived from it.®® This idea was at the heart of conflicts in the archi-
tecture programme at the University of Nairobi. Selby Mvusi and his colleague
Derek Morgan were adamant that the course should be equally concerned
with sociology and urban ethnography. They believed that students should
have an appreciation of the sociocultural place of architecture beyond the dic-
tates of technical rationality. They aimed ‘to disable student’s expectations that
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they were going to be trained to become expert in ways preordained by pro-
fessions’.”® In Daniel Magaziner's words,

Mvusi theorized what would happen if Africans’ contemporary ‘thought-pro-

cesses’ were taken seriously instead of being dismissed as either inauthentic

or archaic. Contrary to those who saw only binaries such as developed/under-
developed, rural/ urban, African/Western, or traditional/modern, Mvusi insisted

‘underdevelopment is not monolithic. Neither is it exclusive nor static. It is itself

active and dynamic, and is forever pacing development.” To be poor and rural

and African was not to be behind, but rather to be. The chronology of pro-

gress was a fiction.”’
Mvusi’s sentiments expressed his frustration with the educational approach
at the University of Nairobi. Promoting the idea that modernity was incom-
patible with local norms, this approach effectively ignored the role of society
in creating architecture.”? The desire to match former colonial powers in all
areas, including architecture, was a key driver for architectural education in
sub-Saharan Africa. Architecture was perceived as an overt indication of the
state of each country’s development. Miles Danby has summarised how this
trickled down to architecture programmes. ‘The students were eager to
learn the skills of the image-making foreigners so that they, in their turn,
would be able to produce modern buildings worthy of the progressive
aspirations of their countries.’”

Although Mvusi and Morgan were unsuccessful in their attempts to insti-
gate changes in the curriculum at Nairobi, their ideas re-emerge as key
themes in architectural discourse, especially in post-apartheid South Africa.
In this context, Yashaen Luckan has suggested that architectural education
should challenge the perception of the architect as the all-knowing
expert.”* This notion, which is still promoted in some architecture
schools,”® fails to appreciate that architectural education is a cultural
phenomenon; as such, it cannot be uniform.”® The post-apartheid era has
further reinforced such endeavours, as architectural education seeks to
address the needs of a multiracial South Africa and the social disparities
across sub-Saharan Africa.”” As a result, ahistoric approaches that present
the curriculum and the related pedagogical perspectives as fixed and
unchanging,”® and view change with suspicion and trepidation, reinforce
the distorting view that architectural education exists in a paradigm of
‘unchanging permanence’.”® This echoes sentiments expressed by Wale
Odeleye, Masaruf Magaji and Muhammad Sa’adiya llyasu, among others.
These authors have suggested that the problems faced by the profession
have only emerged because architects themselves have failed to change
with the times.8® For architectural education, this reflects a failure to
appreciate the

increasing diversification of the student cohort, worsening staff to student rations

[sic], under-preparedness of students for studies in architecture, the introduction

of computer technologies and changes in architectural practice.®’

Recent accounts of the state of architectural education, which suggest that
current challenges are no different from those of the past, do highlight a
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permanence of the status quo. Matthew Barac has noted that the willingness to
change and innovate is evident in newer or independent schools of architec-
ture.®2 These include the GSA at the University of Johannesburg, and the
initial architecture programme at the University of Rwanda.®® In the case of
Rwanda, the challenge of setting up an architecture programme primarily
with expatriate staff was not lost on the faculty. They were aware they
needed to tread the fine line between architectural hegemony or cultural
imperialism on the one hand, and the need to build a local identity for the
budding architects on the other.8* The programme directors acknowledged
that especially in the context of sub-Saharan Africa, architectural interventions
extend well beyond simply designing buildings. As a result, they devised a
programme that prioritised primary research.®®> In the GSA, the programme
was formulated around the sociopolitical ideals of post-apartheid South
Africa. Questions of decolonisation and transformation were firmly embedded
in the new graduate course. Such challenges could only be addressed in a
new school of architecture that would be unimpeded by historical luggage.
As a result, the programme rapidly implemented and engaged with new
ideas, including those that were generated during the #RhodesMustFall and
#FeesMustFall movements in South Africa in 2015, to rethink architectural
education.®® These movements highlighted the divide between students
and society, a ‘disengagement [...] among many architecture students [...]
and [...] the lived experiences of the community for which they hypothetically
make decisions’.®” Finally, Uganda Martyrs University developed another
approach, as it sought to address the key challenges of environmental
design and sustainability. To do so, the programme adopted a ‘radically ambi-
tious agenda [that] included changes to the ethos, educational approach and
the way instructors interacted with students’.®® Enacting change and trans-
forming the programme was possible in this institution, because educational
approaches and canons were not yet entrenched.®® Such examples are remi-
niscent of their historical precedents in the 1950s and 1960s. Half a century
after it first emerged, this discourse seems to be entering a phase of reawa-
kening.

Reflections and conclusions

Reflecting on the origins of architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa and its
current state, two almost polarised views persist. On the one hand, it is
suggested that the system needs a radical transformation. This could be
achieved by abandoning the ineffective frameworks that continue to scaffold
architectural education across the region. The opposing view argues that the
status quo has served the profession well. As such, it does not need to be
changed. Berlanda has challenged this view, arguing that it is practically under-
pinned by validation requirements.®® Attempts to break away from it could
potentially render students unable to claim the title of the ‘architect’, as this is
legally protected in most countries in Africa.®’ This state also raises a pertinent
question regarding the role of architecture in the postcolonial period, when
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architectural education still maintains western value systems.%? While the early
post-independence anticolonial movements had hinted at possible changes,
current discourses across sub-Saharan Africa suggest that this did not influence
architectural education. Limited examples are still islands of novelties within a
sea of sameness. This reinforces the view that ‘the discipline of architecture is
inherently conservative and any changes to its teaching [are] constrained by
its international traditions, conservative attitudes and inertia in bureaucratic
systems’.%3

The ways in which knowledge systems, pedagogical approaches, and their
embedded cultural values influence architectural education in sub-Saharan
Africa have only occasionally been interrogated and challenged, despite
their position at the centre of this field. This is bewildering in light of the
strong anticolonial sentiments that emerged across the region during the
1950s and 1960s, and resulted in conferences and other initiatives that
called for changes to architectural education over the following decades.®*
The emergence of critical discourses on architectural education in post-apart-
heid South Africa could be viewed as a continuation of the earlier postcolo-
nial trends in East and West Africa. Their difference lies in their impetus for
change and their willingness to challenge the status quo, to ‘destabilize
[...] traditional hierarchies within education that perpetuate class, race, and
gender hegemonies and, at the very least, destabilize the illusion that societal
structures are static’.?> This has called for a rethinking of educational
approaches. More specifically, architectural education has to acknowledge
the contribution of pedagogy and knowledge systems to the desired trans-
formation, including the ways in which these can also address injustices
that remain embedded in the architectural production of the built environ-
ment. The transformation and decolonisation of architectural education
across sub-Saharan Africa necessarily has to engage with global discourses.
The globalisation of architectural education and practice is accompanied by
increasing demands for international validation of architecture programmes
and growing calls for diversity in the profession. Future research should there-
fore take stock of global developments in architectural education, which have
been present as a backdrop to developments across the region since the colo-
nial period.

The increasing rate of publications on architectural education across sub-
Saharan Africa is refreshing. But this is not yet the case outside of South
Africa and Nigeria. Discourse from other sub-Saharan countries is less visible
and difficult to access. But where it is available, it offers a fascinating insight
into the state of architectural education across this vast region. Although this
article reviewed a wide array of publications, it was limited to publications in
English. That publications from the same region are also written in other
languages, such as Afrikaans, French, and Portuguese, ironically reflects a colo-
nial legacy that is still intrinsically tied to education across sub-Saharan Africa.
The findings are indicative of the state of discourse on architectural education
across the region, which is increasingly cited as a challenge to the future of
both the profession and architectural education in sub-Saharan Africa. The
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few examples presented in this article have highlighted attempts to rethink
architectural education for sub-Saharan Africa. Their significance may grow,
as similar attempts seem ready to emerge across the region in the immediate
future.
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