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GLOBAL REACH

Published since 1995 by the Boston College Center for
International Higher Education (CIHE), International
Higher Education (THE) is the world’s oldest
continuously published source of news and analysis of
global higher education. Our mission is to provide
insightful, informed, and high-quality commentary
and analysis on trends and issues of importance to
higher education systems, institutions, and
stakeholders around the world.

As such, since our establishment, IHE has aimed to be
globally representative, both in terms of the topics
covered and the authors represented. Our contributors
are drawn from a broad network of distinguished
international scholars, policy makers, and leaders, who
are well positioned to offer critical perspectives on key
issues and trends that shape higher education
worldwide. Our aim is to expose readers to a broad
range of issues and concerns facing contemporary
higher education, and to provide timely, accurate, and
insightful analyses of key higher education
developments across a diverse global context.
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IHE is distributed all over the world to individual
subscribers based in over 100 countries and via
partnerships with the International Association of
Universities (IAU), the Association of Indian
Universities (AIU), the Association of African
Universities (AAU), and the German Academic
Exchange Service (DAAD).

TRANSLATION PARTNERSHIPS

The IHE editorial team is also committed to the
principle of linguistic diversity. As a result, content
from IHE is translated into Arabic, Chinese,
Portuguese, Spanish, and Vietnamese by partners in
Brazil, Chile, China, Qatar, and Vietnam.

ASSOCIATED PUBLICATIONS

CIHE partners with DUZ Academic Publishers, a
division of DUZ Verlagsund Medienhaus GmbH, that
managed the publication of IHE issues 100 to 119. The
English version of IHE continues to be included in

DUZ Magazine, which serves German-speaking higher
education audiences, through this partnership.

CIHE and IHE partner with international publications,
including Taleem: The Arabic and English Higher
Education Journal, published by the Qatar Foundation;
the Journal of International Higher Education, published
by the School of Education at Shanghai Jiao Tong
University; and Educacion Superior en América Latina
(ESAL), published by a consortium of partners in
Brazil, Chile, and Colombia.

OPEN ACCESS

By submitting content to IHE, authors agree to have
their work published open access in the online and
print versions of IHE. Authors also agree that their
work may be published in the DAAD (German
Academic Exchange Service) app and/or reproduced in
any of IHE’s associated publications. Authors agree that
their work may be translated and published by any of
IHE’s translation partners. Unless the IHE article is
itself a reprint of an article published elsewhere,
authors agree to mention IHE as the original source of
publication when republishing their article elsewhere,
or making reference to it.
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This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0
International License.

To view a copy of this license, visit
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
or send a letter to Creative Commons, PO Box 1866,
Mountain View, CA 94042, USA.



CENTER FOR
INTERNATIONAL
HIGHER

EbucaTion

DOT: https://doi.org/10.6017/895b9e0d.cd994fc5

DOCTORAL EDUCATION

Defining the Doctorate in Alrica:
Aligning Purpose with Context

Sioux McKenna and Patrick Onyango

A rapid rise in doctoral education across the African continent has occurred without sufficient
engagement as to the purposes of a doctorate. The assumption that the doctorate drives the
knowledge economy is evident in national policies, implicitly or explicitly, but there is neither
interrogation of this supposedly causal relationship, nor deliberation as to how the doctorate might

be positioned as a common good in postindependence countries.

ver the last several decades, there has been a rapid
Ogrowth of higher education in Africa. The number of

universities, for example, increased from 170 in 1969 to
2,389 in 2023. The increase in the number of universities on the
continent has been accompanied by calls for more doctorates,
with organizations such as the World Economic Forum
indicating that Africa needs a million more doctoral holders if it
wants to participate more evenly in the global research
community.

Partly in response to such calls, governments of various African
nations have put in place policies that set targets for increased
doctoral outputs, specify supervision regulations, clarify credit
requirements, and so on. But they say little about why we need
more doctorates or what purposes they serve.

What is clear from these documents is that national-level efforts
to increase the number of doctorates are driven by the assumed
causal relationship within the “knowledge economy” between
doctoral education and “development.” There is little
interrogation of the validity of such claims nor of the extent to
which the doctorate is the appropriate vehicle for driving
economic growth. What is missed in these narrow assumptions
is reflection on the colonial history of the doctorate in Africa.
This means there is a lack of national-level deliberation about
what the doctorate might mean for a postindependence context.
There is thus little consideration of how positioning the
doctorate primarily or, in some cases, only as a means of
economic growth might constrain its potential to act as a public
good, addressing social injustices and contributing to the forging
of strong democracies.

Until the turn of the twenty-first century, a disproportionate
number of African scholars attained their doctorates in the
Global North. Those who returned and joined the higher
education landscape designed programs that followed the

structure and assumed purposes of the doctorate in the Global
North. This remains the predominant approach guiding the
design of the doctorate in Africa, despite the diversity of
linguistic, cultural, and socioeconomic contexts on the
continent.

Some countries are making deliberate efforts to match the
doctoral curriculum to the prevailing job market. While this is
largely a positive move, positioning skills-based training for
industry as the key purpose of doctoral education has the
potential for the doctorate to be conceptualized primarily as a
commodity. The consequences of constructing the doctorate—
and by extension knowledge—as a product are numerous: time
to completion becomes the focus instead of quality; production
is foregrounded over the nurturing of a researcher; and the
product is accompanied by a requirement to produce journal
articles, which has led to the proliferation of predatory
publications.

What is needed for doctoral education in
postindependence universities across
Africa are spaces to discuss the purposes
of the doctorate with a greater reflection
on taken-for-granted and often
problematic assumptions.

What Is Needed?

What is needed for doctoral education in postindependence
universities across Africa are spaces to discuss the purposes of
the doctorate with a greater reflection on unchallenged
assumptions across countries, national policies, and within
institutions. Such discussions should not attempt to pin down
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the doctorate to a narrow, shared purpose—rather they should
open spaces for reflection on taken-for-granted and often
problematic assumptions. They should allow for far-reaching,
impactful, and decolonial approaches to be applied to the highest
formal qualification. These discussions must take the prevailing
realities of doctoral education on the continent into account:
small and ever declining number of supervisors; most candidates
pursuing their studies on a part-time basis; disproportionately
older students; and with most candidates being self-funded,
alongside a small but significant number receiving support from
funding bodies in the Global North.

The absence of discussion at continental, national, and
institutional levels about what a doctorate is _for has the potential
for generic, decontextualized assumptions to hold sway. Explicit

conversations about the nature of the doctorate should enable
consideration of how context matters in the conceptualization
of doctoral purposes and practices. For universities in Africa,
such aspirational, future-focused discussions require critical
introspection about colonial legacies.

Ironically, such careful reflection on context in framing the
doctorate’s purposes can pave the way for increased
internationalization. When a country, an institution, a doctoral
advisor, or a doctoral candidate can articulate what a doctorate
is for and critically engage with the many unspoken assumptions
about the doctorate, they will be well-placed to share experiences
across a range of contexts. If we know what we want the
doctorate in our own countries in Africa to be, we will be better
placed to contribute with confidence in other contexts.

Sioux McKenna is professor of higher education research at Rhodes University, South Africa. E-mail: s.mckenna@ru.ac.za.

Patrick Onyango is senior lecturer of biology and dean at the School of Graduate Studies, Maseno University, Kenya. E-mail:

patrick.onyango@maseno.ac.ke.
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