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Abstract : This paper examines the role of colonial education in shaping the identity of the évolué in French
West Africa through a critical reading of Amadou Hampaté B4’s The Fortunes of Wangrin (1981). It explores
how colonial schooling created intermediaries between colonizers and local communities, producing ambivalent
figures both admired and distrusted. The problem at stake is the contradiction between education as a tool of
empowerment and as an instrument of domination in the colonial context. The first objective is to analyze how
B& portrays the rise of Wangrin as a product of colonial schooling. The second one is to investigate how the
character reflects the paradoxical status of the évolué in West African societies. The study is grounded in a
structuralist theoretical framework, drawing particularly on binary oppositions, narrative functions, and
semiotic codes to interpret the representation of power, knowledge, and identity in the text. Methodologically,
the research adopts a qualitative, text-based approach, using close reading as the primary tool, supported by
thematic and structural analysis of the novel. The findings show that colonial education created cultural brokers
who embodied both resistance and complicity, highlighting the ambivalence of the évolué figure. The study
also reveals how Ba’s narrative strategies deconstruct colonial hierarchies while exposing local contradictions
as effects of colonial system. The paper recommends integrating postcolonial readings of African literature in
educational curricula to better understand the legacy of colonial education and its lasting cultural consequences.
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Abstract : Cet article examine le role de I'éducation coloniale dans la formation de I'identité des évolués en
Afrique de I'Ouest frangaise a travers une lecture critique de The Fortunes Of Wangrin (1981) (en francais :
L’Etrange Destin de Wangrin) d'’Amadou Hampaté Ba. Il explore comment I'école coloniale a créé des
intermédiaires entre les colonisateurs et les communautés locales, produisant ainsi des figures ambivalentes a
la fois admirées et méfiées. La problématique en jeu est la contradiction entre I'éducation comme outil
d'émancipation et comme instrument de domination dans le contexte colonial. Le premier objectif est d'analyser
comment B4 dépeint I'essor de Wangrin comme un produit de I'¢ducation coloniale. Le second objectif est
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d'examiner comment le personnage refléte le statut paradoxal de I'évolué dans les sociétés ouest-africaines.
L'étude repose sur un cadre théorique structuraliste, s'appuyant particulierement sur les oppositions binaires, les
fonctions narratives et les codes sémiotiques pour interpréter la représentation du pouvoir, du savoir et de
I'identité dans le texte. Méthodologiquement, la recherche adopte une approche qualitative basée sur le texte,
utilisant la lecture attentive comme outil principal, soutenue par une analyse thématique et structurelle du roman.
Les résultats montrent que I'éducation coloniale a créé des intermédiaires culturels qui incarnaient a la fois la
résistance et la complicité, mettant en lumiére I'ambivalence de la figure de I'évolué. L'étude révele également
comment les stratégies narratives de Ba& déconstruisent les hiérarchies coloniales tout en exposant les
contradictions locales comme effets du systéme colonial. L'article recommande d'intégrer des lectures
postcoloniales de la littérature africaine dans les programmes éducatifs pour mieux comprendre I'héritage de
I'éducation coloniale et ses conséquences culturelles durables.

Mots-clés : Amadou H. Ba, Education coloniale, Evolué, Structuralisme, Littérature ouest-africaine.
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Introduction

The question of colonial education and its legacy have been central in debates in African
studies, postcolonial theory, and literary criticism. Scholars such as Chinua Achebe (1958),
Ngiigi wa Thiong’o (1986), Fanon (1963, 2008), and Bhabha (1994) have shown how education
under colonial regimes was both a means of domination and a space of cultural negotiation. In
French West Africa, colonial schooling produced the figure of the évolué — an intermediary
class which embodied the contradictions of assimilation and alienation. Amadou Hampaté Ba’s
The Fortunes of Wangrin (1981) offers a rich fictionalized account of this phenomenon,
depicting the trajectory of a colonial interpreter whose social ascent and moral ambiguities

reflect the complex impact of colonial education.

This study has been central to postcolonial scholarship because education functioned not
only as a tool of knowledge transmission but also as an instrument of domination, assimilation,
and social stratification. Scholars such as B4 Mamadou (1998), White (1996), and Hiskett
(1984) have shown that colonial schooling sought to produce a small class of intermediaries —
clerks, interpreters, and teachers — who embodied European values while remaining subordinate
within the colonial hierarchy. This new social category, the évolués, was at once privileged and
alienated: privileged by access to literacy and bureaucratic employment, but alienated from
their communities and denied true equality with Europeans. Postcolonial theorists, including
Fanon (1963) and Ngiigi (1986), interpret this phenomenon as part of the larger “cultural bomb”
of colonialism, which sought to reconfigure African identities and loyalties. Amadou Hampaté
Ba’s The Fortunes of Wangrin (1981) provides a literary representation of this process by
narrating the life of a colonial interpreter who navigates the ambivalences of privilege,
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corruption, and cultural dislocation. The novel thus becomes a valuable lens to interrogate how
colonial education manufactured a Westernized elite whose social mobility depended on
complicity with colonial structures. Investigating this theme contributes to the critical
reassessment of colonial legacies in West Africa and to the broader understanding of how
literature preserves, questions, and reimagines the historical experience of domination and
hybridity.

The problem that this study addresses lies in the dual role of colonial education: while it
provided Africans with literacy and access to administrative power, it also reinforced
dependency, hierarchy, and cultural estrangement. The figure of the évolué stands at the heart
of this paradox, simultaneously celebrated for his mastery of the colonial order and condemned
for his complicity within it. Understanding this tension is crucial for reassessing the cultural

and political legacies of colonial schooling in Africa.

The overall objective of the study is to analyze how The Fortunes of Wangrin represents
the making of the évolué as a colonial subject and to interpret the broader implications of this

representation for postcolonial identity formation.

The theoretical framework is rooted in structuralism, mobilizing tools such as binary
oppositions (Saussure, Lévi-Strauss), narrative functions (Propp), and semiotic codes (Barthes)
to decode the text’s representation of power, morality, and identity. Methodologically, the work
relies on qualitative literary analysis, with close reading as the main instrument, complemented

by thematic and structural mapping of the novel’s narrative.

Structurally, the paper is organized into two sections. The first focuses on the thematic
analysis of The Fortunes of Wangrin and the Making of the Evolué whereas the last one

discussion of the results and their implications for postcolonial studies.
1. The Fortunes of Wangrin and the Making of the Evolué

Wangrin’s character illustrates the paradoxical nature of colonial education. On one hand,
he embodies the empowerment promised by schooling — literacy, administrative authority, and
social prestige. On the other, his cunning manipulation of both colonial and indigenous systems

underscores the corruption and ambivalence produced by this education. His rise mirrors the
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évolué’s role as a cultural broker, while his eventual decline reveals the fragility of identities

built on colonial power structures.

The narrative operates on structural oppositions: Wangrin’s mastery of French versus his
rootedness in African traditions; his role as a servant of the colonial administration versus his
exploitation of it for personal gain; his celebration as a modern figure versus his moral fall.
Through these tensions, Ba exposes the limits of colonial education as both a liberating and

corrupting force.
1.1. Major Themes in The Fortunes of Wangrin:

Amadou Hampaté Ba’s The Fortunes of Wangrin (1981) offers a rich exploration of
colonial West Africa through the life of its charismatic protagonist. The narrative, while
humorous and satirical, highlights deeper social, political, and cultural issues arising from
French colonial rule. Central to the novel are themes of colonial education and the making of
the évolué, tradition versus modernity: bravery of women in Africa, and language as a tool of
domination and empowerment. By weaving together oral tradition with written literature,
Hampaté Ba not only critiques colonial structures but also sheds light on the strategies of
survival and adaptation employed by Africans during this period.

1.1.1. Colonial Education and the Making of the Evolué:

Wangrin is the product of colonial schooling, which grants him access to power and
prestige but distances him from traditional society. Amadou Hampaté Ba uses his rise to show
how education was both a ladder of social mobility and a trap of alienation. The figure of the
évolué represents the colonial attempt to “civilize” while actually creating intermediaries who
served the colonial system rather than their own people. The following passage best illustrates
the forgoing

French authorities compelled all sons of chiefs and eminent citizens to attend
the School for Hostages so as to ensure their fathers’ allegiance. They were
given the kind of education that enabled them to become servants, houseboys,

cooks, or low-ranking civil servants such as copy clerks, telegraphists, or male
nurses. The most intelligent of them became school instructors. (pp. 7-8)
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Literally, this passage lays bare the paradoxical role of colonial education in
West Africa. By forcing the sons of chiefs and local elites into the so-called “School
for Hostages,” the French administration reveals its true intention. They did not
therefore uplift or emancipate the colonized. They just secured obedience and
maintained control. The very term hostages underscores coercion rather than
enlightenment, reminding us that education was here a political weapon disguised

as benevolence.

The description of the career paths — “servants, houseboys, cooks, or low-
ranking civil servants” — demonstrates the deliberate limitation imposed on the
African educated class. The colonial system did not cultivate leaders or innovators
but rather trained subordinates who could assist in the functioning of empire. Even
the highest reward, becoming a “school instructor,” is framed as the pinnacle of

possibility, highlighting the narrow ceiling placed upon ambition.

From a literary standpoint, Amadou Hampaté Ba uses stark irony in his diction.
The phrase “the most intelligent of them” satirically underlines the wasted potential
of brilliant minds reduced to tools of colonial administration. The narrative tone is
factual yet critical, exposing the structural inequality and manipulation

underpinning the colonial project.

This passage also foreshadows the making of the évolué: a hybrid figure molded
by colonial schooling to act as an intermediary. Wangrin himself emerges from this
system, embodying both its opportunities and its alienations. Thus, the text does
more than describe a historical practice; it critiques the ambivalent legacy of
colonial education — a process that both empowered and subjugated at once.

Finally, this statement is an excellent choice for analyzing how colonial
education shaped figures like Wangrin and how literature like Ba’s novel exposes

the strategic and ambivalent role of the évolué in colonial society.

1.1.2. Tradition versus Modernity: bravery of women in Africa
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Hampaté B& contrasts the moral values of traditional society with the opportunism of colonial
modernity. Wangrin’s detachment from communal ethics in pursuit of personal gain symbolizes
the loss of moral balance. The novel suggests that modernity without roots in tradition leads to
downfall. Within the latter lies the paramount importance of women as birth givers, great
contributors in maintaining the continuity of social values and savors of life. In the following
lines, they are thus praised

The woman in labor is indeed traditionally considered a frontline fighter.
Once delivered, it is said that she has won the battle. If she dies in
childbirth, she is regarded as having fallen in the line of duty. The very
good and double news is the delivery of the woman after giving birth to a
boy. The good and double news is the birth of a girl. The double and very
bad news is the death of the woman and the boy she was to bear. The

double bad news is the death of the woman and the girl she was to bring
into the world. (p. 10)

This passage highlights the intersection of gender, tradition, and cultural symbolism in
West African society as represented in The Fortunes of Wangrin. The metaphor of the woman
in labor as a “frontline fighter” elevates childbirth to the realm of heroism and warfare, stressing
both the physical ordeal and the communal significance of reproduction. By framing delivery
as a “battle,” the text acknowledges the risks of maternal mortality while also valorizing

women'’s roles as life-givers who defend the continuity of society.

The classification of outcomes — “very good and double news” with the birth of a boy,
“good and double news” with the birth of a girl, and “double bad news” when mother and child
die — reveals the value system embedded in patriarchal traditions. Boys are celebrated more
emphatically than girls, suggesting gender hierarchies that privilege male heirs. Yet the fact
that the birth of a girl is still considered “good news” signals the recognition of all new life as

a blessing, even if unequally valued.

Literarily, the passage employs parallelism and repetition (“double good news,” “double
bad news”) to intensify its rhythm and emphasize the cultural weight attached to childbirth
outcomes. This stylistic device mirrors the oral tradition from which Hampéaté Ba draws,

reinforcing the collective memory and moral lessons embedded in proverbs and sayings.
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Ultimately, the passage underscores both the heroism and vulnerability of women in
traditional society. Simultaneously, it exposes the gendered expectations that shaped value
judgments about life, death, and continuity. It provides readers with a cultural lens into the

symbolic status of motherhood.

Furthermore, this passage, rooted in oral tradition, reveals how indigenous societies
framed childbirth within a symbolic order of heroism, sacrifice, and continuity. The woman in
labor is a “frontline fighter,” echoing cultural metaphors that elevate maternity into a collective
struggle for survival. Such imagery emerges from a traditional worldview where community

and lineage are central.

However, when placed within the broader colonial context of The Fortunes of Wangrin,
this passage also illustrates cultural hybridity. While local traditions continue to define social
values — such as the preference for male children and the ritual valorization of childbirth — they
exist alongside the disruptive influence of colonial modernity. The French colonial project, with
its education, bureaucracy, and medical discourse, attempted to impose a rational, “civilized”

view of life, often dismissing traditional metaphors and practices as “superstition.”

By including this cultural reflection, Amadou Hampéaté Ba demonstrates the dual
consciousness of the colonial subject: inhabiting both the indigenous symbolic order and the
new colonial framework. For Wangrin’s world, this hybridity produces first a complex identity.

It also a pride of cultural heritage and yet pressured to assimilate to foreign values.

Thus, the passage is not only a tribute to African oral wisdom but also a marker of the
alienation and negotiation that define colonial societies. It reflects how traditions persisted,
adapted, and sometimes clashed with the imposed values of colonial modernity, mirroring the

hybrid existence of figures like Wangrin himself.
1.1.3. Language as a Tool of Domination and Empowerment

Mastery of French grants Wangrin authority and respect, positioning him as a cultural
intermediary. Hampéaté Ba shows how language becomes a double-edged sword: a means of
empowerment for the educated, but also a symbol of inequality, dividing the literate from the

masses. It underlines the theme of linguistic domination in colonial contexts.
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Through his ability to speak impeccable French — that language being one of the ‘gifts’ of
French colonialism, the other of course being civilization — Wangrin quickly rises to the top of
his class. And soon after beginning his first assignment as a teacher in a remote outpost,
Wangrin makes an initial demonstration of his great cunning, weaseling his way into a senior

position, the commandant’s interpreter.

In The Fortunes of Wangrin, language functions simultaneously as a tool of empowerment
and domination, highlighting its complex role in the colonial context. Wangrin’s mastery of
French allows him to access education, bureaucratic positions, and recognition from colonial
authorities, opportunities that would otherwise remain inaccessible to him. Through this
linguistic proficiency, he gains a measure of social mobility and respect, illustrating how
language can serve as a form of personal and professional empowerment. However, fluency in
French also positions Wangrin within the structures of colonial domination: it enables him to
navigate, manipulate, and at times exploit the bureaucratic system, demonstrating how language
reinforces and perpetuates the power hierarchies of the colonial state. His role as an interpreter
further exemplifies this duality. As the “voice” and “ear” of the colonial commandant, Wangrin
occupies a unique intermediary position, combining authority, access, and the potential for
subtle subversion. In this capacity, he mediates between the colonizers and the colonized,
exercising influence while simultaneously highlighting the contradictions inherent in colonial
power. Thus, Ba presents language as both a liberating and constraining force, a medium
through which individuals like Wangrin can assert agency, yet remain entangled within the very
structures that define their subordination. The foregoing is thus textually illustrated:

Wangrin was appointed as a monitor, a role reserved for the most deserving
students, and graduated at the top of his class. He performed his duties for
two years to the great satisfaction of his superiors, notably the education
inspector. To reward him, he was tasked with creating and leading a school
in Diagaramba, the capital of Namaci, a country that the French had taken

from the indigenous chiefs in 1893. It is in this beautiful and large city that
his adventures were to begin. (p. 12)

This passage highlights the intersection of merit, opportunity, and colonial structures in
shaping Wangrin’s early career. His appointment as a monitor, reserved for the most capable

students, signals both his exceptional intelligence and the colonial system’s selective
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recognition of talent, which serves to cultivate a small class of intermediaries. Graduating at
the top of his class, Wangrin embodies the ideal of the évolué: educated, competent, and capable
of bridging the gap between the colonizers and the colonized. The passage also underscores the
instrumental use of reward and responsibility by colonial authorities; by entrusting Wangrin
with the creation and leadership of a school in Diagaramba, they simultaneously reward his
merit and integrate him further into the colonial administrative apparatus.

Diagaramba, described as a “beautiful and large city,” becomes the stage for Wangrin’s
subsequent adventures, reflecting Ba’s narrative strategy of linking personal mobility with the
broader colonial landscape. The city is both a literal and symbolic site: it represents opportunity,
exposure to power structures, and the unfolding of Wangrin’s capacity to maneuver within —
and sometimes manipulate — the colonial system. Literarily, this passage employs
foreshadowing, narrative exposition, and positive characterization to prepare the reader for
Wangrin’s dual role as both a product and a negotiator of colonial power, highlighting the
nuanced ways colonial education and recognition facilitated social ascent while maintaining

hierarchical control.
Hampéte Ba further illustrates the effects of colonial schooling as follows:

The French were nonetheless fearful of a possible turnaround by the
country's leaders and notables in favor of Yorsam, should he gain any
military advantage over the French troops. To protect against this
eventuality, they created the School of Hostages in Kayes, where they sent,
willingly or by force, all the sons of chiefs and notables. It was to this
school that Wangrin was sent at around the age of seventeen, along with
many other young boys from all the conquered or allied countries of France
in the "Upper Senegal and Niger," which then extended from Kidira to
Zinder. The young Wangrin quickly learned to read, write, count, and
speak French correctly... He completed his studies in record time and
obtained his native primary school certificate. At that time, it was the
highest diploma that a native from the French colonies was allowed to
acquire... (p. 11)

This excerpt exposes the strategic function of colonial education as an instrument of
domination, while simultaneously showing how it created new avenues of social mobility for
Africans like Wangrin. The School of Hostages itself is a powerful symbol: its very name

implies coercion, revealing that the education of chiefs’ sons was less about enlightenment and
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more about ensuring loyalty to the colonial regime. By forcing or persuading the children of
traditional leaders into this system, the French both neutralized potential resistance and

cultivated a class of intermediaries.

The description of Wangrin’s schooling emphasizes the paradox of this process. His rapid
mastery of French literacy and numeracy demonstrates the empowering potential of education,
positioning him above many of his contemporaries. Yet, the mention that the native primary
school certificate was “the highest diploma a native... was allowed to acquire” underscores the
structural limits imposed by colonial policy. The education system deliberately kept Africans
at a subordinate level, granting them roles as clerks, teachers, and nurses, but barring them from

higher positions of authority.

Literarily, the phrase “a miraculous key, a ‘sesame open sesame’” is deeply ironic. On the
surface, the certificate symbolizes opportunity and mobility, but in reality, it is a controlled key
—a pass only to the lower rungs of colonial administration. Hampaté Ba’s narrative tone blends
admiration for Wangrin’s intelligence with critique of the colonial structure that both enabled

and constrained him.

In sum, the passage illustrates how education in colonial West Africa functioned as a
double-edged sword: a gateway to new identities and limited power, but also a mechanism of
alienation and subjugation. Wangrin’s trajectory embodies the creation of the évolué — educated

Africans whose advancement was inseparable from the very system that oppressed them.

Placed side by side, the childbirth passage (p. 10) and the description of the School of
Hostages (p. 12) illuminate the cultural hybridity at the heart of The Fortunes of Wangrin. The
childbirth passage reflects a traditional worldview, in which procreation is framed as a heroic
battle. Women are likened to warriors on the “frontline,” and the outcomes of birth are classified
in moral and symbolic terms — “double good news,” “‘double bad news.” This oral, metaphorical
style reveals the communal values and spiritual depth of African traditions, where continuity of

life and lineage are central.

In contrast, the School of Hostages passage reflects the intrusion of colonial modernity.

Here, education becomes both a tool of coercion and a new path for advancement. Wangrin’s
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rapid mastery of French is praised, but the irony of the “miraculous key” diploma highlights
the rigid ceiling of colonial subjugation: Africans could only aspire to low-ranking bureaucratic
posts. Unlike the childbirth passage’s valorization of life and continuity, this passage shows a

system designed to control, limit, and reshape identities for the benefit of empire.

Together, these passages illustrate how Hampaté Ba juxtaposes two worlds in conflict: one
rooted in communal tradition and oral wisdom, the other in colonial rationality and bureaucratic
control. Wangrin, who moves between these worlds, embodies the hybrid subject — empowered
by colonial schooling yet alienated from his cultural roots, caught between celebration and

constraint.
2. Discussion and Implications:

The findings suggest that colonial education produced subjects who were neither fully
assimilated nor fully indigenous, but rather ambivalent figures trapped in cultural in-
betweenness. Ba’s portrayal of Wangrin resonates with Bhabha’s (1994) concept of mimicry,
where colonial subjects adopt the colonizer’s language and habits but in ways that destabilize
authority. The study also confirms Fanon’s (1963) argument that colonial schooling fostered
alienation and dependency rather than authentic empowerment. The example of Wangrin best
illustrates the foregoing:

He completed his studies in a timely manner and obtained his certificate of
primary education for natives. At that time, it was the highest diploma that
a native of the French colonies was allowed to acquire. This parchment,
one corner of which was marked with the three colors of France, was a
miraculous key, an "open sesame". Indeed, certified natives entered the
lower ranks of the civil administration. They could become instructors of
primary education for natives, office clerks, that is to say, secretaries

responsible for copying correspondence and sending it, telegraph
operators, nurses, etc. (p. 12)

This passage vividly illustrates the colonial production of the ‘évolué’ class in French
West Africa and the ways in which education functioned as a tool of both empowerment and
subjugation. Wangrin’s rapid completion of his studies and acquisition of the certificate of
primary education for natives symbolizes the limited avenues of social mobility offered to

colonized subjects. The text emphasizes that this certificate was the highest educational
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attainment permitted to Africans, highlighting the structural inequalities embedded in the
colonial system. The description of the diploma as a “miraculous key, an ‘open sesame’” is
deeply ironic: while it opens doors to employment, it simultaneously confines the holder to
low-ranking, subordinate positions in the colonial administration. The enumeration of possible
occupations — clerks, telegraphists, nurses, and primary instructors — reveals that the education
system was designed less to foster genuine intellectual development than to produce

intermediaries who could sustain and legitimize the colonial apparatus.

The reference to the tricolor corner of the certificate further reinforces the symbolic
dominance of France, suggesting that the power and authority of the colonial state were literally
stamped onto the African subject. This passage thus captures the paradoxical nature of colonial
education: it grants knowledge and status, yet preserves dependence and inequality, shaping an
évolué who is both privileged and alienated. In literary terms, B& uses irony, detailed
enumeration, and symbolism to critique the mechanisms of colonial control while providing a
narrative lens through which readers can understand the social and psychological realities of

African intermediaries like Wangrin.

The implication is that the legacy of colonial education continues to shape African
intellectual and cultural life. Recognizing this ambivalence is crucial for designing curricula
that acknowledge colonial histories while promoting indigenous epistemologies. The paper
therefore recommends integrating postcolonial readings of African texts such as Ba’s into
contemporary education, allowing students to critically engage with the complex legacy of

colonial schooling and its effects on identity.
Conclusion:

This paper has explored the relationship between colonial education and the making of the
évolué in French West Africa through a reading of Amadou Hampaté Ba’s The Fortunes of
Wangrin (1981). The study demonstrated that colonial schooling, while offering literacy and
opportunities for upward mobility, also functioned as a mechanism of domination and
alienation. Wangrin’s trajectory embodies the contradictions of the évolué, who is both

empowered and corrupted by his intermediary role between the colonizer and the colonized.
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Grounded in structuralist analysis, the study revealed how binary oppositions, narrative
functions, and semiotic codes highlight the ambivalence of education as both a tool of
empowerment and an instrument of subjugation. Methodologically, close reading and thematic
analysis provided insights into how Ba’s narrative strategies deconstruct colonial hierarchies

while exposing internal contradictions and their effects on African societies.

The findings confirm that colonial education produced hybrid cultural brokers whose
identities destabilized both colonial authority and indigenous traditions. As such, Ba’s work
remains essential for understanding the socio — cultural consequences of colonial schooling.
The implication is that education in postcolonial contexts must address this legacy critically.
Thus, the study recommends integrating African literary texts into curricula to foster reflection

on colonial history, identity, and cultural negotiation.
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