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The education system in the Congo was widely considered to be one of the best in
colonial Africa, in particular because of its broad reach among the Congolese
youth. At independence however, the wake-up call was brutal as soon it became
clear that the colonial educational system had neglected to form an educated
class of people able to cope with administrating one of Africa’s biggest and
economically most important countries. To be able to understand the mechanisms
and effects of missionary education it is most enlightening to go back to the
classroom and investigate the everyday reality of school. What did missionary
education do exactly, how did it work, what did it teach, and how did it relate to
its subjects, the children of the Congo?

This study gives clear insights into the everyday realities of colonial education. It
is the result of historical research into educational practices and realities in
catholic missionary schools in the Tshuapa region, located in the south of the
Congolese province of Equateur. It is based on a rich array of historical source
material, ranging from missionary archives and mission periodicals through to
contemporary literature and interviews with missionnaries and former pupils who
experienced colonial education themselves. The title, “When Congo wants to go to
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school... ” refers to one of many articles published in Belgian mission periodicals
on the subject of the education and civilisation work carried out by missionaries
in the Belgian colony.
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