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Research questions: 

• Can U.S. foundations embrace Africa's 
development on Africa's terms? 

• Do African universities have ownership 
over their participation in U.S. 
foundations’ strategies for Africa?  

• What legitimizes the role of U.S. 
foundations in African higher 
education?  



DATA 

• American philanthropies 
made 13,565 grants to 
Africa between 2003 and 
2013 

• 330 US private 
foundations made grants 
totaling $3.9 billion in 
support of African 
initiatives 

• Grants focused on 
agriculture, health, higher 
education and research. 
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GEOPOLITICAL STRATEGIES 
OF U.S. FOUNDATIONS 
 
between 2003 and 2013 

97 U.S. foundations invested 
$573.5 million in institutions of 
higher education in Africa.  
 
1,471 grants were made to 439 
higher education institutions in 
29 countries. 
 
68% of all funding went to 3 
countries (South Africa, Kenya , 
Nigeria) 
 
Past colonial lines emerge as 
demarcations between Africa’s 
new knowledge societies 







PHEA 
In 2000 the Partnership for Higher Education in Africa was 
launched as a joint effort between the Carnegie Corporation of 
New York, the Ford Foundation, the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 
and the Kresge Foundation 
Together they contributed almost $440 Million in ten years to 
build capacity and support special initiatives 

to advocate for the “indispensable contribution of higher education to 
social and economic development” 
accelerate the “processes of comprehensive modernization and 
strengthening of universities in selected countries.” 



The Leadership Role of Foundations  

Foundations have helped develop: 
  
• Financial aid  
• Libraries  
• Adult education  
• Opportunities for minorities  
• New standards for courses and credits  
• New disciplines  
• Improvements in faculty compensation  
• Made research possible for non-wealthy faculty  

 



Different Approaches 
• The areas of interest of these foundations for the 

higher education sector in Africa are varied. For 
example, Ford has sought to improve access to 
higher education while Rockefeller has focused 
on climate and the environment, Carnegie on 
libraries, MacArthur on human rights, and 
Mellon on the humanities. 

• interest in institutional development through 
infrastructure development, organization 
strengthening, research capacity expansion, 
revitalization, sustainable development, 
advancement, fundraising, or strategic planning.   

• Some foundations lean towards research for 
producing new knowledge; others are more 
interested in the conversion of that knowledge 
into something more practical and operational.  

• Elements of capacity building, whether in 
fellowships or in developing institutions, are very 
prominent in all Partnership endeavors.  

• Financial aid  
• Libraries  
• Adult education  
• Opportunities for 

minorities  
• New standards for courses 

and credits  
• New disciplines  
• Improvements in faculty 

compensation  
• Made research possible for 

non-wealthy faculty  



Power Asymmetry 

 “Is it a partnership of foundations or is 
it a partnership between foundations 
and African universities? How are we 
involved in defining the agenda and so 
forth?” 

 
Vice-Chancellor of an African university  
(incidentally he was the vice chancellor of one of the 
universities  that were benefiting financially and 
otherwise from the Partnership) 



Unequal Partners 

• The unequal nature of the Partnership was a 
concern for grantees who always questioned 
their role and share of participation.  

• Partnership remained a partnership of 
foundations, as several interviewees indicated.  

• Thus, running the risk of being perceived as 
dominating the agenda or imposing an American 
worldview on African universities was always a 
consideration.  

 



Undesired Consequences 
 

• Universities continue to be dependent on donor 
funding, which perpetuates unequal partnerships 
between them and US foundations 

• This difference of status had a bearing on how the 
agenda was defined.  

• This resulted in African research agendas being 
modified to match available funds, and creates 
competition between institutions 

• Establishes a competitive field which puts 
pressure on weaker institutions. 
 



Engaging Africans 

• Hiring Africans into leadership roles within the 
foundations did help, and succeeded in “infusing 
the Partnership with an African perspective” 

• Experts and locals were involved in creating 
agendas that fit both parties 

• Narciso Matos, an African program director, was 
very influential throughout the Partnership in 
creating respect for African perspectives 

• Key Partnership foundations’ principle: to 
respond to priorities identified by African higher 
education leaders. 



Recommendations 

• Foundations need to integrate the concept of equal 
participation into their own grant-making activities.  

• The lessons learned may suggest alternative ways that can 
foster a more equal relationship between donors and 
recipients  
– Through collaborative projects geared towards a common goal.  
– Through regional cooperation as a more effective framework a 
– Through inter-institutional partnerships.  
– By helping grantmakers become more efficient while refocusing 

the core definition of philanthropy, which in essence promotes 
giving and not expecting something in return  

– By empowering the grant recipient in the Global South towards a 
more meaningful relationship. 
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