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Abstrakt 

Cílem této práce je studium role mírových sborů Spojených států (Peace Corps) jako nástroje 

pro uplatňování měkké síly (Soft Power) v kontextu mezinárodní vztahů a zkoumání způsobů 

uplatňování měkké síly jako efektivní součásti diplomacie. Tato práce se zaměřuje na roli 

mírového sboru v bývalých britských koloniích v západní Africe mezi lety 1961 a 1970. Práce se 

zaměřuje na vztahy nově nezávislých britských kolonií se Spojenými státy v období intenzivního 

ideologického zájmu SSSR o tuto část světa. 

Primárními zdroji pro předkládanou práci byly časopisové a novinové články publikované 

mírovými sbory, svědectví bývalých dobrovolníků mírových sborů a odborné publikace na téma 

mírových sborů, vztahů mezi zeměmi západní Afriky a Spojenými státy a stejně tak i se 

Sovětským svazem. 

Mírový sbor hrál důležitou roli v budování vztahů mezi USA a zeměmi západní Afriky v 60. 

letech, zvláštní důraz byl kladen na vzdělávání.  

 

Klíčová slova 

Mírové sbory, Soft Power, západní Afrika, vzdělávání (školství), budování národního státu, 
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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to look at the role of the United States Peace Corps as a tool of soft 

power in the context of international relations and at the use of soft power as an effective part 

of diplomacy. This thesis has looks at the role of the Peace Corps in former British colonies in 

West Africa between 1961 and 1970.The project has focused the relationship of the newly 

independent British colonies with the United States in a period of intensive ideological interest 

of the USSR in this part of the world. 

The primary materials used in the paper have been journals and newspaper articles published 

by the Peace Corps, testimonials of former Peace Corps volunteers and scholarly publications 

on the topic of the Peace Corps, West African-American relations and relations between West 

Africa and the USSR. 

The Peace Corps played an important role in establishing relations between the US and West 

African countries in the 1960’s with a special emphasis on education.  
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Introduction 

In my thesis I will attempt to look at the use of soft power as a part of American 

foreign policy.  

My goal is to try to analyze the creation of the American Peace Corps by 

President Kennedy in 1961 in the context of the cold war and its relation to the newly 

independent countries of British West Africa. I have focused on the Peace Corps 

activities in Ghana, Nigeria and Sierra Leone but have also taken into consideration 

other African countries. The time period I have looked at is the decade of the 1960’s 

when the US was keen to curtail the influence of the USSR in the newly independent 

African countries.  

Soft Power Definition 

Soft power as defined by the Oxford Dictionary is “a persuasive approach to 

international relations, typically involving the use of economic or cultural influence.”
1
 

The term soft power is sometimes also referred to as public diplomacy depending and 

the context and way in which it is used. 

The term “Soft power” a relatively new term which was first introduced and used 

by former Harvard Dean Joseph Nye in his 1990 book Bound to Lead.
2
  

                                                           
1 “Definition of soft power in Oxford Dictionaries (British & World English).” Oxford University Press.  
2
 Bohorquez, Tysha. "Soft Power – The Means to Success in World Politics." University of California – 

International Institute. December 1, 2005.  
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This term is mostly linked to international diplomacy as propagated by the US and 

goes back to the end of WWII when the US found itself catapulted into a new position 

on the scene of international diplomacy. The use of non-military tools as a way of 

influencing certain international relations is a philosophy that began to be applied to US 

foreign relations after WWII. Nye has since become one of the leading academics in the 

discourse of soft power and has written a number of books on the subject which are 

included in this thesis.  

On a theoretical level soft power can be said that the assets of a country which 

enable the use of soft power are it government policies if they are perceived as 

legitimate and fair, its culture when it is deemed alluring by the target audience and last 

but not least its general values if they correspond with those of the intended audience.
3
  

It can be argued that there are numerous reasons why the tool of diplomacy was 

not used as much prior to WWII, but the main reason is that the US adhered to policy of 

isolationism, whereby it preferred not to partake too actively on the international 

diplomatic context.  

History 

The idea to use culture, literature, language and other forms of non-military 

propagation to bolster one’s public image with his neighbours goes back hundreds and 

thousands of years.  

Joseph S. Nye’s essay describes Soft Power: The Means to Success in World 

Politics from the 17
th

 century the success of the French government in propagating 

French culture and especially language to such an extent that French became a language 

of culture and diplomacy with relatively recently. Even today the idea of French culture 

                                                           
3
 Nye, Joseph S., Jr. “The U.S. can reclaim 'smart power'.”Los Angeles Times. January 29, 2009. 
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exudes a certain amount of sophistication for many people. As Nye says, during the 

French Revolution, France sought to appeal over the heads of governments directly to 

foreign populations by promoting its revolutionary ideology. After its defeat in the 

Franco-Prussian War, the French government sought to repair the nation’s shattered 

prestige by promoting its language and literature through the Alliance Française, which 

was created in 1883.”
4
 

In the aftermath of WWII the US found itself in a very strong economic and 

political position and as a result had to rethink its diplomatic strategies and goals. Apart 

for the obvious use of hard power or military strength comprising of weapons, 

intelligence materials and the military the US government also began to look at 

“cultural influence” as a “supplement” to the well established military or hard power.  

The idea of using soft power as a form of diplomacy provided the means to fulfil a 

number of crucial roles linked to the position of the US in the new world order.  

Firstly soft power was meant to give the US a positive international image, not 

that of an aggressor but that of a modern, progressive nation. Secondly soft power was 

meant to counteract any negative consequences of US military power outside the US. 

Third not the least reason for the deployment of soft power was the gradual and long-

term use of America’s resources to provide assistance to the allies which needed help in 

every way.  

By the time the idea or concept of soft power had began to play on a realistic role 

in American diplomacy, the US had found itself competing with the USSR seeking 

influence all over the world not only militarily but also ideologically. The USSR like 

the US found itself at the other end of the newly formed “bi polar” world which was 

                                                           
4
 Nye, Joseph S., Jr. “Soft Power: the Means to Success in World Politics – Wielding Soft Power.” May 

4, 2004. 
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divided between the “East and West” the dichotomy of the US and Russia or 

communism and democracy.  

The US therefore decided to use the philosophy of soft power as a way of 

influencing not only people but also nations, entities with which it had not been directly 

involved with the decision to use soft power as a kind of “preventive tool” to spread a 

good image of American in places where it had never before ventured. In comparison or 

maybe in unison the USSR has also began to consider the idea of indirect non military 

influence as an effective form of diplomacy. The US and its arch rival, the USSR were 

therefore not only competing in the world militarily but also on a “soft” or cultural 

level. Nowhere was this battle more intense than in the “Third World” a term also 

developed after WWII to signify countries that were “less developed” than some 

counties in Europe and the US.  

The end of WWII also saw some of the first institutional efforts of the US to 

promote soft power although this term was not used at the time.  

First there was the United States Information and Educational.  

Exchange Act also known as the “Smith-Mundt” Act whose main goal was to 

“enable the Government of the United States to promote a better understanding of the 

United States in other countries, and to increase mutual understanding between the 

people of the United States and the people of other countries” as quoted by Kathy R. 

Fitzpatrick in “U. S. Public Diplomacy’s neglected Domestic Mandate.”
5
 It 

subsequently also led to the creation of the United States Information.  

                                                           
5
 Kathy R,Fitzpatrick,. U.S. Public Diplomacy’s Neglected Domestic Mandate. Los Angeles: Figueroa 

Press, October 2010. ISBN 978-1-932800-76-0.  
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Agency (USIA) which largely lost its meaning in the following decades and 

would only be revived in the Carter administration of the 1970’s.
6
 At the same time, 

another institution that has served as a very useful tool of American soft power was 

founded: the Fulbright Foundation, whose motto is fittingly – “Education is a slow 

moving but powerful force.”
7
 The programs which were launched were cultural and 

education exchange programs which worked on the exchange of students and professors 

between different countries and the US. To date the programmed has become one of the 

most highly respected academic programmes in the world and as it is funded by US 

government, it has been a very good investment in soft power.  

Many of the countries targeted were in Africa, Asia and parts of Central and Latin 

America. One other common trait was that many of these countries in Asia and Africa 

were breaking away from colonial rule which had dominated them for decades to 

establish new independent states. This entire change also meant that most of the newly 

created states were also looking for political ideologies and forms of government. Both 

the US and USSR saw these areas as fertile ground for both direct but also more subtle 

forms of influence.  

The American Peace Corps was founded as one of the tools to present a helping 

positive face of the US, especially that of the American youth.  

                                                           
6
 Fitzpatrick, Kathy R. U.S. Public Diplomacy’s Neglected Domestic Mandate. Los Angeles: Figueroa 

Press, October 2010.  
7
 Fulbright Foundation. “60 years in Greece.” Fulbright Foundation in Greece: January 15, 2010. 
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Discourse of Power 

Hard power 

When discussing the power in the context of state use there are different forms of 

power one should consider.  

Historically, the most common type of power for thousands of years had been 

“Hard Power” which would consist of physical domination of a certain place, peoples or 

entity. This concept of power of power is closely related to the idea of “master and 

servant” and until recently had been the principal type of power that most countries 

considered as to be the most important. In fact, it could be argued that “hard power” is 

the focal point of any state, nation or unit as it is a clear means to define and defend 

itself. In almost all cases the idea of “Hard Power” is a linked to army or military 

entities which are also the most common manifestation of hard power. For thousands of 

years all over the world most nations have identified themselves on the basis of their 

“Hard Power” strength, their victories in battle or their abilities to conquer others near 

or far.  

Military strength was a key factor in the development of powerful civilizations 

and the subsequent spread of their culture or social values. Most of the “great 

civilizations” all over the world which are part of our modern day frame of reference 

achieved their status often through military domination or success.  

Even religion has not been devoid of military power propagated by armies and 

played out in battles. Most mainstream religions that are practiced today owe much of 
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their followers to battles or “hard power” used to spread them. In the case of Islam there 

have been countless Jihads which brought Islam to other parts of the world. This very 

much comparable to the crusades and inquisitions let by the Catholic Church in an 

effort to convert other peoples to this spiritual path. But, if we look at the teachings and 

holy texts of other religions such as Hinduism, Judaism or Buddhism, we can see that 

they were also defined by battles and other forms of physical subordination at some 

point in their evolution.  

Hard power has therefore defined much of the course of both modern and ancient 

history. Not in vain is the history of Western civilization referred to as the history of 

Kings and Battles. Hard Power has therefore always been a crucial factor in the strength 

of any nation and has therefore also been considered a key element in the nation’s 

survival and expansion. Even on more secular note, countries with strong armies were 

seen as capable of defending their business interests which in turn boosted their 

economic power. In the 19th century a strong British navy was able to ensure markets 

for British goods in China as was the case of America’s military participation in World 

War One which was in part due to fear that US would not be able to recover its debts 

from the United Kingdom.  

Hard power though has always been the second phase after diplomacy. Diplomacy 

has always been the precursor of armed conflict. Customarily diplomacy which can be 

regarded as a form of “soft power” has been used to either try to avoid a war conflict as 

was the case for example during the annexation of the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia in 

WWII, at least it is diplomats who often announce to the enemy the intent to make war. 

Although Hard Power has for centuries been the measure of a nation’s strength it has to 

be recognized that it was often used in diplomacy as a tool of soft power.  
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Smart Power 

Since the end of WWII the Unites States of America have concentrated largely on 

the development of their “hard power” capabilities in a bi-polar world of the Cold War 

where the perceived threat of military power was what kept both the Soviet Union and 

the US from going directly into conflict with each other.  

The US did, after WWII, start to consider a greater use of Soft Power in an effort 

to present itself a progressive nation of peace, this concept has been carried on to the 

present albeit with a number of modifications and changes.  

A major challenge to the use of power and its effect on international relations for 

the American government have been the events after September 11, 2001 when the US 

became involved in a prolonged conflict in the Middle East which has not been 

completely resolved. In this period the American authorities have often been accused 

using too much hard power in the fight against terrorism. Much of the materials I will 

use in my thesis are from the period running up the first election of President Obama 

when the presence of US troops in Iraq and Afghanistan was most bitterly criticised 

both abroad and at home.  

The US used hard power on this occasion but also attempted to use elements of 

soft power in an effort to learn from past mistakes in conflicts such as the war in 

Vietnam or the military events in Somalia in the 1990’s.  

The new paradigm which has thus arisen in the debate on power is the notion of 

“Smart Power” a term coined by the American Secretary of State Hillary Rodham 

Clinton. To quote Joseph Nye a leading public intellectual in the debate on power: 

“Smart power is the combination of hard and soft power.”
8
 As Nye Jr stated in opinion 

                                                           
8
 Nye, Joseph S., Jr. “The U.S. can reclaim 'smart power'.”Los Angeles Times. January 29, 2009. 
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column the war on terrorism after 9/11 seriously gravely tarnished international the 

image of the United States not only in the Muslim world but also in Europe and South 

America. The US is therefore well aware that hard power in today’s televised media 

world is not the most effective means to gain allies but at the same time also realizes 

that soft power alone might not be enough to resolve its position in the international 

arena. As Hilary Clinton said “America cannot solve the most pressing problems on our 

own, and the world cannot solve them without America. We must use what has been 

called ‘smart power’, the full range of tools at our disposal.”
9
  

The concept of Smart Power has therefore emerged as a new policy which the US 

pursues in conflict situations.  

Building Soft Power 

Apart from employing the use of the newly termed smart power the US has 

reinforced its positive image around the world with the help of soft power or public 

diplomacy as it is sometimes called to. When using soft power to build better relations 

with entities all over the world the US has a big asset in the form of a varied and widely 

known American culture.  

While in some places American institutions such as McDonald’s or American 

action films might be viewed negatively, in general American culture promoted by the 

English language today’s international means of communication is commonly seen as a 

sign of progress by many peoples. The American culture on which soft power can be 

built includes everything from US, films, cuisine, sports, fashion, music, especially 

education or the perceived ideal of American liberty. One key factor that has helped the 

spread of American culture all over the world is the proliferation of the English 

                                                           
9
 Nye, Joseph S., Jr. “The U.S. can reclaim 'smart power'.”Los Angeles Times. January 29, 2009. 
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language, although it was the British who, through their vast colonial Empire, brought 

the language to far flung corners of the world. In recent decades it has been American 

media which have used it a very effective tool of disseminating idea and value which 

are core to American culture. This change can also be view in other spheres such as 

diplomacy where until the end of WWII, French was often used as the language of 

choice in negotiations while today it has been completely replaced by English. A similar 

shift can be seen in higher education where prior to WWII the main language within 

academia, especially in the technical sphere was German, this changed following the 

German defeat and as much scientific research at present done in the US, and English is 

the primary language of technology.  

By 2003 for every German book that was being translated into English, nine 

books were translated from English into German. Where as in the 19
th

 century many 

American wishing to gain higher education went to Germany and in turn created 

American universities based on German examples on e can today see many academics 

looking up to the US.
10

 Undisputable American culture along with the English language 

is very good tool of soft power which the US has been keen to tap into.  

The use of soft power as a diplomatic tool is by many regarded as a very long-

term and sometimes immeasurable way of building a positive public image. Since using 

soft power is a relatively long term and sensitive tool of diplomacy it is generally used 

in addition to military or “hard power”. Author Tysha Bohorquez points out that the skill of 

using soft power is “the ability to get what you want through attraction rather than through 

coercion.”
11

 This, to a great extent, summarizes not only Nye definition but also the growing 

                                                           
10

 Joffe, Josef. “Way we Live Now: The Perils of Soft Power.” New York Times: Magazine. May 14, 

2006. 
11

 Bohorquez, Tysha. "Soft Power – The Means to Success in World Politics." University of California – 

International Institute. December 1, 2005. 
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use of soft power in American diplomacy. In this article Bohorquez also tells that international 

stability from an American context can only be brought about with the aid of other states which 

are favourably inclined to the US.
12

  

A major factor which has led the US to use more soft power were the events of 

September 11, 2001 known as 9/11 for short. After the destruction of the World Trade 

Centre and the consequent invasion of Afghanistan, the US government not only found 

a lot of critics at home but also from other countries who viewed the response of the US 

as unprecedented and harsh.  

After the invasion of Afghanistan and then Iraq, when it became clear that the US 

military had not abided by the ethical code of warfare the US began to again put more 

emphasis on soft power as a way of “complementing” military strength. The idea of 

“clearing up the mess” through the use of culture and other non-violent media friendly 

ways began to be reinforced.  

Another reason why the events following 9/11 brought about an increased 

awareness of value use of soft power in US diplomacy was the fact that all these events 

were widely televised and put on the internet not only internationally but also 

nationally. The Bush administration was all of a sudden faced with an international 

image which indicated that many people outside the US did not support.
13

 

Here again using Bohorquez’s observations Nye argues that soft power can be 

used to ease tensions between the US and other nations as was the case after 9/11 when, 

                                                           
12

 ibid 
13

 Brown, John. “Brown | Practicing Public Diplomacy: A Cold War Odyssey: Practicing Public 

Diplomacy: A Cold War Odyssey.” October 16, 2012. 
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due to good relations with Syria, the US was able to gain intelligence information which 

would help it in its war against terrorists.
14

  

The use of soft power or rather the cultivation of good relations with neighbouring 

countries or those who promise potential benefits is an important part of all regimes 

including the politics of the cold war and has, for example been revived the US’s 

competition with China, which after 9/11 has embarked on a “soft power development 

campaign” namely in Africa where it has helped with the development of industry and 

infrastructure. This is also true for the regimes of Iran and USSR.
15

  

The events of the last decade have therefore greatly influenced the perception of 

soft power and its use not only in American diplomacy but the in broader international 

context. Although still in trouble, especially in the Middle East, the US has sought to 

further improve its image not only in this part of the world by using positive images. 

President Obama is quoted by Kathy R. Fitzpatrick as saying that “to the Muslim world, 

we seek a new way forward based on mutual interest and mutual respect.”
16

 

Soft Power as Foreign Policy 

Although it is very unlikely that the US will ever use soft power to a greater 

extent than its military power or even smart power due to its global position and varied 

range of involvement all over the world, there are some countries which have made the 

use of soft power a priority of their foreign policy. The best example of this is Norway a 

wealthy North European country with a population of just 5 million has become a 

pioneer in using soft power as a tool of gaining presence in the international diplomatic 

                                                           
14

 Bohorquez, Tysha. "Soft Power – The Means to Success in World Politics." University of California – 

International Institute. December 1, 2005. 
15

 Schadlow, Nadia. “Competitive Engagement: Upgrading America’s Influence.” Small Wars Journal 8, 

No. 11 (November 2012). 
16

 Fitzpatrick, Kathy R. U.S. Public Diplomacy’s Neglected Domestic Mandate. Los Angeles: Figueroa 

Press, October 2010. 
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arena. As Norway has a small population, no major army or eminent political interests 

around the world, soft power is generally a very good policy to pursue. Norway which 

has been relatively successful in pursuing this policy especially since the fall of the 

Berlin Wall has been able to build up an image of peace keeping, negotiating and 

stability.
17

 In part this image as a soft power leader is made easier by the small 

population, its oil resources and even the countries connection to the Nobel Peace Prize 

it hosts. Furthermore apart from the Vikings, Norway had no historical image of being 

an aggressor of any sort. To quote former Norwegian Prime Minister Knut Volleback: 

“Norway was the country in Europe with the highest number of missionaries per 

capita.” But the missionaries were not colonizers; Norway has no colonial past and that 

too is a plus Norway has positioned itself as a negotiator and long term promoter of 

peace it leads negotiation everywhere from Sri Lanka to mediating peace in Congo and 

is involved in some 20 peace related projects around the world. One must realize though 

that not all of Norway’s effort in peace building always end in success but those which 

do can to a certain extent be credited to the governments close cooperation with NGOs 

and other such organizations. Last but not least Norway itself has been very open to 

foreign immigrants and minorities in recent decades in tune with the country’s foreign 

policy. The only blemish on this otherwise pristine image of Norway has been the fact 

that as a maritime country Norway is a propagator of whaling along side of Japan.
18

 

In my argumentative thesis I will be looking at the contribution of the Peace 

Corps to the newly independent former British colonies in West Africa in the 1960’s.  

                                                           
17

 Moore, Tim. “Moore Norway's Focused Communication Strategy: Norway's Focused Communication 

Strategy.” American Diplomacy 2010, No. 10 (October 2010). 
18

 Ibid. 
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Initiation 

The Peace Corps was one of the strongest and most powerful soft power tools 

created by the United States government after WWII. What was unique about this 

program was the fact that it was completely secular and democratic, unlike the Marshal 

Plan aimed to rebuild the shattered infrastructures of Europe after the war, the Peace 

Corps was not based on direct material or monetary aid in the wake of an armed 

conflict. The Peace Corps was based on citizen goodwill and a genuine desire to 

“improve” the world.  

Unlike the Marshal Plan the Peace Corps did not cost the tax payers very much 

giving it a much more positive image with the general public. The government paid for 

training, transportation and administration.  

Although put together quite quickly and with little experience planning it required 

a lot of initial positive support. Prior to the initiation of the Peace Corps, the US 

government had little or no experience with such a program. The was little in the way of 

a structured plan when the first volunteers were recruited.  

Another completely unknown part of the entire project was how to establish a 

program how the local population would respond.  

Initially many within the Kennedy administration had little knowledge of third 

world countries or any of the problems they faced. This lack of knowledge was one 

result of the U. S previous isolationist policies in international relations, but an 

important factor was that many countries in the developing world were just becoming 

independent countries after centuries of colonial control. While many of the countries 

where the Peace Corps volunteers were sent in Latin American and Asia had long been 

independent nations their development lagged behind that of Western nations. Other 
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countries, i. e. India and Pakistan, had become independent recently and still had a great 

legacy of the British colonial empire also major poverty, ethnic, religious decrees and 

social structures. Africa, posed a completely different situation as most of the African 

countries gained independence in the 1950’s and 60’s.  

Neither President Kennedy nor anyone in his inner circle had ever been to Africa, 

so the first thing that was done by the presidential office was to contact various 

academics who specialized in the continent, based on their advice, an agenda for the 

Peace Corps was created.
19

 Ultimately some of the volunteers would themselves 

become academics with a focus on the regions in which they served.  

The US situation 

In the context of English speaking West Africa which I am focusing on, the 

creation of the Peace Corps coincided exactly with the end of British rule. The effort for 

independence which had gained momentum after WWII finally became a reality in the 

following decades. This fight for independence was also concurrent with a change in the 

politics of the US.  

At the end of the war, the country found itself in the centre stage of global 

politics, something beyond what happened before. The government began to focus on 

its outward image to show itself as a progressive nation leading the world, partly as a 

result of the Cold War.  

Internally though, there were numerous struggles that American society faced, 

despite a booming post-war economy which kept the population content there was the 

very difficult issue of racism within the US. The fact that most African Americans and 

                                                           
19

 Coyne, John. “Mad Men Of The Peace Corps: Padraic Kennedy Goes To Washington, Part II.” Peace 

Corps Worldwide. March 23, 2010. 
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other ethnic minorities were second class citizens became more and more of a problem 

in the 1950’s. The US preached to the world the virtues of democracy and the benefits 

of a free society. The fight of African Americans for equality was closely watched by 

African American blacks who followed events in Africa. Both the struggle for civil 

rights and the right for independence in Africa appeared to share the same goals and 

problems.  

By the 1960’s therefore the US was keen to be seen as an enlightened and equal 

nation.  

At the time there were also two books – The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit by 

Sloan Wilson, and The Organization Man, by William H. Whyte which both looked the 

current American lifestyle from a rather bleak perspective. One that was very static and 

uninteresting. In 1958 the most influential book in the content of the future Peace Corps 

was written by William Lederer and Eugene J. Burdick called “The Ugly American”, it 

was call to Americans to help the less fortunate around the world, through their own 

deeds. This book painted American diplomats in a very bad light. Many therefore 

sought to lead a different life, one that was personally more rewarding.
20

 

Political history of Peace Corps 

With the election of John Kennedy 1960, the US took a different course in foreign 

relations. Kennedy won the presidential race by a slim majority and thus felt he did not 

have a full mandate from the US population which would make it difficult to 

successfully pursue domestic policies. He therefore decided to concentrate on 

international relations where he thought he would be more successful. Amongst other 

things Kennedy decided to try to improve the image of the US abroad as well as ties 
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with the USSR. The Peace Corps was one of his ideas of how to improve the image of 

the US abroad as well as make himself more popular with a generation young 

Americans. 

The Peace Corps which was officially founded on March 1, 1961 by Executive 

Order No. 10924 put forth by President John F. Kennedy. A day later he made a public 

television broadcast presenting the notion of the Peace Corps to the US public. In 

September of 1961 the US Congress passed the Peace Corps Act (Public Law 87-293). 

The act described the purpose of the newly founded organization as: 

“To promote world peace and friendship through a Peace Corps, which shall 

make available to interested countries and areas men and women of the United States 

qualified for service abroad and willing to serve, under conditions of hardship if 

necessary, to help the peoples of such countries and areas in meeting their needs for 

trained manpower.”
21

 

The initial proposal of a Peace Corps though was in a speech made by President 

Kennedy to a group of students at the University of Michigan on the 14th of October 

1960. In 1962 the US government published a document the “Five Goals of U. S. 

Foreign Policy.” In this document the Peace Corps was meant to “help the less 

developed areas of the world through their revolution of modernization.” In what was 

referred to as “Revolution of Freedom.” 

Sargent Shriver, the brother-in-law of President Kennedy and the first director of 

the Peace Corps had the following to say about communism and the Peace Corps: “The 

struggle of underdeveloped nations is caught up in a tense international struggle 
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between the free world and the Communist world.”
22

 This was a political necessity to 

get programs approved at the time. 

Shriver and those who were directly involved with the birth of the Peace Corps 

sincerely believed that their efforts would be a counterbalance to the influence of the 

USSR in Africa and other undeveloped parts of the world. Mr. Shriver made this point 

on several occasions during hearings in the House of Representatives and the Senate. 

The US government expected that by presenting a positive image of the US, providing 

economic aid and most importantly providing education they would ensure that the 

USSR would be kept in check, as they were doing just the same. One big advantage that 

the Peace Corps had when providing education in British West Africa was that all the 

countries had English as their official language making it much easier to send 

instructors.  

The Peace Corps was originally intended only to fulfil priorities of US foreign 

policy to gradually changed to an organization focused on humanitarianism. In the years 

that would follow the Peace Corps would fulfil both of these functions although in 

public imagination it has become embedded as a charitable organization helping 

developing countries, this image of selflessness was certainly one of the intentions of 

the Kennedy administration when setting up the organization. The Peace Corps has 

often been viewed by the governments of other countries as both a political tool as well 

as a purely humanitarian organization. This image of a humanitarian organization was 

also important in attracting potential volunteers as few young people wanted to be 

directly associated with any part of the formal state apparatus. At the time the US 

Foreign Service did not have the best image with the public. In fact few of the Peace 
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Corps volunteers were aware that they were part of a wider effort of their government to 

try to curb the influence of communism in different parts of the world. To them they 

were becoming part of an organization aimed at helping the world.  

Shriver was well aware of this cleavage and therefore did his best to distinguish 

the Peace Corps from all other efforts of the US government to help the developing 

world. Still the very first years of the Peace Corps were marked with a great deal of 

political concern and the Kennedy administration was to thread a fine line between 

propaganda and charity.  

Right from the outset the Peace Corps was determined to keep a neutral stance in 

the international context and to this end decided not to send Peace Corps volunteers to 

“crisis areas” which at the time included places such as Algeria, Vietnam, Cuba or 

Korea. The Peace Corps priority was always to post volunteers to places where their 

personal safety would not be at risk. 

In the context of Africa though there was one politically problematic country 

where the US was unsure what route to take. The West African country of Guinea 

which had been a French colony had developed very strong ties with the USSR. 

President Kennedy was aware that the USSR had offered Guinea aid worth $110 million 

by 1961. Much of this aid consisted of arms, machinery, cars and technical know-how. 

Despite being unsure if the Peace Corps should venture into territory already so 

involved with the USSR, Shriver decided to go ahead after he visited Guinea and his 

proposal was enthusiastically welcomed by local leaders.
23

 

Guinea was not the only country that would pose a dilemma, by the mid-1960’s 

the regime in Ghana was become a totalitarian one leaving Mr. Shriver uncertain if the 
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association of the Peace Corps with the regime of President Nkrumah was a very good 

thing. Since Ghana was the biggest recipient of Peace Corps Volunteers in Africa, Mr. 

Shriver decided not to leave the country in an effort to show a commitment to 

humanitarianism. This was country in which the Peace Corps constitutes a major part of 

the diplomatic relations
24

. 

In order to prevent any potential political problems with candidates the Peace 

Corps did not allow anyone who had worked for any US security agency to become a 

member of staff or a volunteer. Further all potential volunteers were subject to detailed 

FBI background checks. As number of volunteers grew these checks became 

unmanageable.  

But those who were chosen in the first years of the Peace Corps underwent 

rigorous anti-communism training during their preparation periods, where they were 

taught about different communist propaganda tactics and how to overcome them. This 

training was in fact grounded in the Peace Corps Act of 1961. PCVs were also not 

allowed to travel to any communist countries in their free time while being abroad, 

again to prevent any contact with communism. Last but not least all Peace Corps 

volunteers had had to swear under oath before being sent abroad, stating that they were 

neither communist nor fascist.  

The US government also monitored anti Peace Corps propaganda in the 

communist world and reported on in detail. In the thinking of the time, the higher the 

number of attacks on the Peace Corps the more successful they were. In a 1962 annual 

report we can read the following: “As a matter of practical logic, we may assume that if 
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the organization is drawing denunciation from the Soviet Press, it is doing some 

good.”
25

 

By the mid 1960’s the political anti communist mindset of the Peace Corps 

founders had somewhat shifted and the organization adhered to its mission as a 

humanitarian agency. This was due to an easing of the political situation in Washington 

at the time. 

Despite being originally intended only as a weapon against the spread of 

communism, the focus of the origination changed as its popularity grew. At first 

Kennedy and his administration were somewhat unsure how the idea of the Peace Corps 

would be received by the public. Paradoxically the biggest growth of the Peace Corps 

came after President Kennedy’s assassination when the first Peace Corps volunteers 

returned home.  

Another major influence on the relation of the US towards the newly emerging 

nations of Africa and other already established countries in the 3
rd 

world was the fear a 

communist influence in these areas. Ideologically the Peace Corps also represented a 

chance for ordinary Americans to take part in the fight against the spread of 

communism in 3
rd

 world countries.  

The 1950’s had seen a major “Red Scare” a mass hysteria caused by anxiety of 

communist influence. This was one aspect of the rivalry with the USSR part of the 

recently established bi-polar world. This struggle led to the Cuban Missile Crisis during 

the Kennedy administration in 1962. Communism had long had a very bad image within 

the US political spectrum. Since WWI communism had been represented as an evil 

form of government, one which was against a free market economy and person 
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freedom. Most importantly communist was generally mixed with the ideas of socialism, 

an effective way of preventing any welfare policies from being passed.  

Situation in Africa 

One of the perceived battle grounds in the ideological fight between the US and 

the Soviet Union were the newly created nations of Africa. In the 1950-1960’s both 

nations expected that the countries of the third world would align themselves with one 

of the two major super powers.  

Some of these new nations viewed socialism as an ideal system of government. 

Since communism promised equality and material security, for all, many in Africa, Asia 

and Latin America believed it to be what would bring their people a higher standard of 

living. This seemed particularly plausible in Africa where countries were made up of 

numerous unrelated ethnic and religious groups and needed a cohesive element to keep 

the each united functioning states. Even in the US many African Americans viewed 

socialism as the answer to the injustice they had experienced for generations, an 

ideology that could rid the society of the chronic forms of inequality which existed. 

Also Central America had long been exploited by outside and local power classes 

including the US.  

In 1960, Patrice Lumumba, the leader of the newly independent state of Congo 

gave an emotionally charged independence speech in front of the Belgian king, in which 

he not only spoke of colonial horrors but also declared that Africa would be a free and 

independent continent.
26

 Many at the time saw Lumumba to be a potentially dangerous 

leader who could easily by swayed by the Soviet Union. A few months after his speech, 

he was deposed and killed in an American backed coup. Many Western governments 
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were afraid that countries such as Congo would let their vast mineral resources be 

available to the Soviet Union in exchange for aid in building their new nations. The 

tragedy there seems endless.  

A few months earlier in another important speech, this time by the Prime Minister 

of Britain, Harold MacMillan, in his famous speech “Wind of Change”. Asking Western 

governments to change their attitude to Africa’s new nations as it might be these nations 

which will play a decisive role in tipping the balance between capitalism and 

communism. 

The decolonization and independence in Africa was part of an “ideological 

scramble for Africa” between the US and the USSR.  

The Soviet Union although not a colonial power, was well aware of the potential 

of the newly independent continent and made serious efforts to influence its 

governments and peoples.  

The USSR sought to stake claims in Africa in a slightly different way from the 

US. As in the US, the USSR used education as a means to influence the continent. In 

the 1960’s the Soviet Union invited thousands of students from the developing world to 

study in Russia and other countries of the communist bloc. In this period the USSR also 

increased the number of Russian technicians in Africa from 1,400 in 1956 to 7,880 in 

1960.
27

  

This form of influence continued until the end of the Eastern bloc in 1989. The 

relationship between the USSR and Africa was always influenced by the relationship 

between the USSR and the USA. Soviet strategies differed from those of the Americans.  
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Soviet influence gained intensity in the 1970’s; a decade after the continent had 

become independent. Most of the Soviet help to different countries in Africa consisted 

of technical and military aid which was given whenever requested by the governments 

in question. At this time the primary interests of the USSR in Africa focused on 

countries like Angola and Ethiopia. As the second decade since independence came to a 

close, many African counties used or explored some communist ideologies. 

Mozambique, Benin, Madagascar, Tanzania and Mali did so. One can only speculate 

why many African nations had looked at the path of socialism, in some cases it might 

have to do to soured relations with former colonial masters? As Helen Desfosses 

Associate Professor of Africana Studies at the State University of New York wrote, the 

USSR was willing to give armed and financial support to everyone at all times without 

wanting much in return. For many of the African regimes, some governed by corrupt 

leaders and involved in armed conflicts, the USSR seemed like a stable and reliable 

partner. It was a “stayer”.
28

 

While the Soviet Union pursued the path of educating Africans in communist 

universities and supplying arms, the US opted for more discreet, hands-on approach, 

one of which was the Peace Corps.  

Colonialism 

Much of Africa today geographically, politically and religiously, was created in 

the 19
th

 century, when the idea of an empire over which the sun never sets was at its 

peak. The rapidly industrializing empires needed not only raw materials for its factories, 

mills and industry but further down the line, the United Kingdom also needed export 

markets for the mass produced goods. The British and other European countries, 
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especially the Portuguese, had traded all over the globe including along the West 

African coast since the middle ages. By the mid 19
th

 century during the steep rise of 

industry in Europe, the idea of trade was not enough as the newly industrialized 

European nations looked for raw materials to supply the industries and consequently 

keep their entrepreneurs happy.. Some raw materials were to be found almost anywhere 

except in Europe, palm oil, rubber, spices, sugar and cotton were some of these products 

from around the world needed to feed the European production. Till the 19
th

 century 

most trade along the West African coast had consisted of trade in fabrics, glass, gold 

and, most importantly, slaves. The infamous slave trade which had for a great part been 

sustained by people from Western Africa was finally abolished in the United Kingdom 

with the Slavery Abolition Act 1833 but was replaced with colonialism soon after.  

The need to increase production and export these goods was also due to periodical 

depressions in European economies and a need therefore to balance these profits and 

losses in local economies. By the late 19
th

 century, the “scramble for Africa” had 

reached its height. The end result of colonialism in Africa was that territories had been drawn 

up along physical or political boundaries with little or no respect to social, religious, ethnic, or 

historical facts. These colonies which would then become independent countries in the 20
th
 

century were artificially created and fragmented along all lines. 

Independence 

The first serious efforts to gain independence in West Africa from British rule 

began in the 1920’s when political activists struggled for self governance and 

democracy, for whom the idea of colonialism was wrong and did not benefit local 

populations. Resistance to colonialism had existed from the outset beginning of British 

rule of West Africa as rebellious chiefs led armed attempts to drive the British from 
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every part of the continent. Most of their efforts were forcibly suppressed and their 

leaders’ severely punished.  

In West Africa the British chose the policy of indirect rule, which consisted of 

British rule being dispensed through selected local leaders and a relatively small British 

presence. Given a kind of “absentee” colonialism, it is not surprising that the local elites 

among other things viewed British rule as a form of gross exploitation. Following WWI, 

men such as Herbert Macaulay in Nigeria, Kwame Nkrumah in Ghana began to set the 

ground for what would eventually become independent countries after WWII. The first 

country in West Africa to gain full independence from British rule was Ghana in 1957 

under the rule of Nkrumah who was hailed at the time as one of the continent’s greatest 

leaders. In 1960, 17 former African colonies gained independence, this year is 

sometimes also referred to as the “Year of Africa”. On an international level these 

newly created states all joined the Unites Nations and as a consequence somewhat 

changed the existing power balance in the world.  

Despite the fact that by the mid 1960’s all but 6 African countries had gained 

independence from colonial rule many were ill prepared for self-government. Many of 

these countries commonly called “third” world countries or which essentially indicated 

that they were under developed. Most of them had very little or dysfunctional 

infrastructure, i.e. schools and economic development in part a result of colonial rule. 

After gaining independence, many of the countries still rely on different forms of aid 

not only from their former colonizers but also from other countries.  

First Peace Corps volunteers in Africa 

After completing their preparatory training in various university campuses, the 

first Peace Corps volunteers were dispatched to countries for a period of 2 years.  
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The training in the US took place at 100 different campuses and on the average 

lasted 13 weeks. It involved training in particular skills such as teaching, health but also 

local languages and cultures. Further there was a lot of emphasis on technical skills and 

making sure that the Peace Corps volunteers had enough physical stamina to endure the 

hardships of life in underdeveloped areas. Candidate also underwent psychological tests 

to determine if they would be able to cope with culture shock, work in a team and the 

stress related to a major life change. Since the Peace Corps volunteers were all send to 

countries which many were not familiar with, candidates also got a course in current 

world affairs.
29

 

The work of the Peace Corps volunteers in their host countries has certain rules 

and guidelines. One of the first principles was that Peace Corps volunteers were only 

sent to countries which welcomed them and where their work was needed.  

They worked under local supervision or guidance, this was in part because many 

of the Peace Corps volunteers were recent college graduates who lacked professional 

experience, and another reason was a fear of local governments of spying and illegal 

Peace Corps volunteer activities.  

Volunteers worked to be active workers in the positions they held, not serve as 

passive advisors but active participants in the work done. This active involvement set 

them apart from other foreign workers often hired by local governments who only gave 

advice without participating in the work process.  

The volunteers earned a moderate wage to cover their basic needs which did not 

give the local community an ostentatious impression. They were expected to become 

part of the local communities requiring the mastery of the local language. In West 
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Africa where countries are often multi-ethnic this could often be a problem. They went 

were not granted any special privileges, i.e. diplomatic immunity. 

Potential volunteers were informed about harsh, often unfavourable living 

conditions in the host countries so they had a realistic idea of what could to expect when 

they volunteered.  

Practical Contribution of the Peace Corps 

In West Africa their work focused on education, healthcare, agriculture and 

technical support. Professions by the host countries were medical personnel, 

agriculturalists, electricians, journalists and technicians in various fields.
30

 

Most of the work though was focused on education or instruction either formally 

in schools or in companies or other institutions where training was needed. All that the 

Peace Corps did was intended to promote a positive image of the Peace Corps and the 

Unites States.
31

 

Although it was not mandatory for Peace Corps volunteers to have college 

degrees many of those who went had earned one. Those who did not have a degree had 

to prove they had the skills necessary for the work required. On an ideological level, it 

represented Americas as being educated and expert. The men and women who the local 

people met were stellar examples of the best American values. In the great majority of 

the areas where the Peace Corps volunteers served, they provided the first contact 

between the local populations and US culture, in some cases even with Western culture. 

The volunteers were therefore metaphorical ambassadors of the US. This was a key 

moment in the formation of new African nations. When analysing the period of the 
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1960-70’s one sees that a major part of the Peace Corps played a major role in the new 

countries of West Africa, was that of nation building. The Peace Corps represented 

helping hands to build the newly independent nations of West Africa. They bolstered 

and supported the populations of these areas in fields to develop industry and 

infrastructure. Another consideration when looking at the work of the Peace Corps 

volunteers in the new nations of Africa was the fact that they worked for fee and their 

presence in the countries where they served cost the host countries almost nothing, apart 

from basic living necessities. For the governments of Nigeria, Ghana or Sierra Leone 

they presented a relatively well qualified workforce in comparison to other foreign 

consultants and workers who as expatriates worked for considerable amounts of money. 

They also contributed to the local economies. 

Although I am looking the Peace Corps only in the context of British West Africa, 

a very good example the Peace Corps contribution to nation building in the early 1960’s 

can be found in Kenya where Peace Corps volunteers were helped in land resettlement 

projects. Much of Kenya’s most fertile land had been given to white settlers in the 

colonial period. This injustice would later prove to be an important issue during 

independence. The Peace Corps volunteers were involved in a project to resettle some 

85,000 farmer families on 10,000 acres of land, creating farms ranging from 7-70 acres. 

The volunteers then also help teach agricultural management and other skills needed for 

more effective agricultural production.
32

 The resettlement process helped reverse a 

major problem in Kenyan society and help its agriculture based economy. The Peace 

Corps involvement in this scheme also proved to ordinary Kenyans that foreigners were 

also capable of constructive help.  
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The Peace Corps were not evidence of US financial and military strength but 

rather of progress, equality, public service and education, simply put positive American 

values.  

The Peace Corps Volunteers 

The Peace Corps volunteers who went to West Africa in the early years, the 

1960’s and 70’s were generally sent either to cities or then to the more remote country 

side depending on the current need of local organizations. Both had their advantages 

and disadvantages.  

At first, it seemed that they dispatched to West African cities were in an easier 

position than their colleagues who were sent to rural villages, as were elementary and 

secondary school teachers. Most of the urban areas had better infrastructure, schools, 

and closer medical facilities and social venues. Many of those who taught in high 

schools or universities served in urban areas while those who worked in agriculture or 

developing infrastructure lived in rural areas. While working conditions in urban areas 

were somewhat better given amenities, the Peace Corps volunteers were much less 

likely to become part of the local community unless they lived and worked in a very 

close knit neighbourhood or on campus. Often in cities when accommodation was 

provided by the government, volunteers lived far from their place of work and unable to 

engage with their fellow workers while at the same time, were isolated from the 

communities where they lived as they lacked to be involved in local issues. Given that 

few volunteers had any personal mode of transport, it was often hard to get around. 

Another important consideration was that urban people are generally less likely to 

interact with strangers than those in rural areas.  
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In smaller communities Peace Corps volunteers had little access to Western 

lifestyle so they often were very involved in local activities, even outside their work. 

The opportunities were broad and included everything from the organizing 

extracurricular activities in schools like sports teams and matches, to establishing 

libraries, advising local people on health issues, or creating vocational alternatives for 

youth. These included setting up chicken farms, making recreational areas for mentality 

ill patients or working with other NGOs on joint projects.
33

 In general, those in rural 

areas were much more likely to become a part of the local fabric. 

Although all Peace Corps volunteers underwent rigorous training in the US before 

they left for their host countries, this sometimes was not sufficient to prepare them for 

potential problems within specific communities.  

As the first Peace Corps volunteers were sent abroad they were all part of a 

“pilot” program which lacked the experience necessary. 

Local Customs and Experiences 

Peace Corps volunteers were generally well received by local people but there 

were certain preconceived ideas and misunderstandings on both sides. For many West 

Africans in the 1960’s and 70’s, white people were still colonizers, detached from 

native populations. Other problems stemmed from the ignorance of Americans of local 

customs.  

In the northern Nigeria for example, volunteers felt isolated from the community 

and unwelcome in the homes of those they taught or worked with although professional 

contexts people were polite and cooperative. One thing the newcomers did not realize 

was that, in this part of Nigeria, friends were not invited to one’s home, they simply 
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show up unannounced and partake of meals and all other special occasions in the 

family. Furthermore, many Africans were somewhat unsure of what sort of hospitality 

was acceptable to Western people. One concern, when inviting guests into their homes, 

was that people did not know what food to offer their guests as many considered the 

water unsafe and food unfamiliar. At the time entertaining Western visitors entailed 

buying expensive imported products. Some were also afraid that foreign visitors might 

find their homes and manners primitive, and as a result, might think Africans, in general 

to be backward
34

 In other cases volunteers found that extracurricular activities led to 

confused reactions because, in British West Africa, the role of secondary school 

teachers in rural areas was only that of instructor. All earlier teachers kept a distance 

from the local community, in part to emphasize their higher status in comparison to the 

uneducated population around them. This was a very colonial attitude of even 

indigenous teachers derived from their British predecessors. It had not been was 

customary for teachers and other middle class professionals to enjoy the services of 

servants. While this would have made the life of many Peace Corps volunteers easier in 

the given conditions, it was at odds with their ideology of helping and living with the 

community. What was also surprising to many was that the volunteers in schools often 

lived in the same dormitories as their students. This coupled and the fact that volunteers 

did not own cars or other status symbols was strange to West Africans People 

sometimes had the impression that they might be lower class Americans since they were 

not wealthy, lived like everyone else and to live in the bush.
35

 Another example, a 

volunteer who was left handed, was constantly reprimanded by a society that frowns 
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upon using the left hand.
36

 Bob Crisco a volunteer in the 1960’s who served in both 

Nigeria and Somalia, writes about Somalia, when he, like other Americans, were seen 

as responsible for the American foreign policy in the Six Day War involving Israel. He 

also gives a realistic comparison between the positive and negative reactions to 

volunteers in these countries.
37

 He found that Nigerians were more welcoming of 

Americans at the time, due to the political situation. Volunteers became useful members 

of the areas where they lived but found the fact that they were foreigners to be a mixed 

blessing, on one hand it brought esteem which was useful in their work but, at the same 

time, sometimes hindered their access to their communities.  

Those who taught at universities often found cosmopolitan campuses and a 

sophisticated group of people to work with as David Schickele, one of the first 

volunteers in Nigeria remembers “My life at Nsukka bore little resemblance to the 

publicized image of Peace Corps stoicism – the straw mat and kerosene lamp syndrome. 

The university, though 50 miles from anything that could be called a metropolis, was a 

large international community unto itself, full of Englishman, Indians, Pakistani, 

Germans, Americans and, of course, Nigerians. I owned a little motorcycle and did my 

share of travelling and roughing it, but the bulk of my life was little different from 

university life in the States, with a few important exceptions.”
38

 

Some of the harshest criticisms came within the educational sector since a great 

number of the volunteers worked in education. West Africa the school systems were 

modelled on British schools, new to volunteers. Secondly few of the volunteers had 

experience teaching, certainly not teaching in a West African setting. Thirdly some of 

the local faculty felt threatened by new insights or methods. The local staff accustomed 
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to the British system the only one they knew, occasionally perceived the new teaching 

methods to be unprofessional or unsuitable because methods differed. Some differences 

were that some local teachers made students memorize or simply copy from textbooks, 

often discussions between teachers and students were frowned upon as some saw this as 

challenging the instructor, this too denying the right to express or have opinions. The 

volunteers strongly objected to canning of students and other physical punishments; 

common in more remote boys secondary schools.
39

  

In looking at the contribution of the Peace Corps to the countries of West Africa 

in the 1960’s the biggest contribution is in the field of education. At its inception 

education programs represented for 62 percent of all Peace Corps postings.
40

 The 

governments of all the former British colonies in West Africa were keen to use the skills 

of the volunteers, to educate their populations hoping to make their countries more 

socially cohesive through a literate middle class. In the first decades of the Peace Corps 

nation building was therefore a major priority. Often, such s in the case of Sierra Leone 

governments often requested more volunteers. At the time as is often still the case 

today, the number of people sharply outnumbered the number of schools available. In 

all of the countries I have looked at the governments could afford to build new school 

but did not have enough qualified teachers to teach in them. Nigeria for example had 2 

million children of school age but only 140,000 primary school places.
41

 Many of the 

schools were run by foreign religious orders as the governments did not have the 

resources to support a sufficient education system. Most of those attending schools were 
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male although women were also taught. Men often had priority in education which even 

on the lowest levels of society was expensive, further culturally it was sometimes 

assumed that women did not need as much education. Thirdly was as schools were 

concentrated mainly in and around urban areas, many of them were boarding schools. 

This meant they were both more expensive and also seen as unsuitable for women. 

Often students of schools who went to schools in cities had to live in families where 

they worked in return for board and bed. In many families an education, especially a 

secondary school education or university degree were therefore usually reserved for the 

oldest sons in a family as it was then expected that they would in the future help support 

the rest of the family. Most of the Peace Corps volunteers filled teaching positions in 

secondary schools as primary schools were covered my local instructors.  

Peace Corps Volunteers in Education 

Education and teaching were very important not only for the Peace Corps but for 

the local communities. At the time, few Africans went to universities making secondary 

school education a major step in being able to secure good futures, in work marriage 

and society in general. In West Africa in the early 1960’s school graduates were 

generally meant to be secondary school graduates. Since the school system was still 

based on the British model, where students took exams after finishing every level of 

education, and those who failed were not allowed to go further meant that earning a 

secondary school certificate was an achievement.
42

 

Another Peace Corps volunteer recalled that one of his former students founded 

American University of Nigeria as well as serving as Nigeria’s vice president.  
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The Peace Corps volunteer taught alumni have also included former Nigerian 

President Olusegun Obasanjo, who is today regarded as a major proponent of 

democracy in West Africa.  

As not everyone in the community could go to school regularly, the Peace Corps 

volunteers also conducted adult literacy classes outside the school schedule or during 

vacations. This was a welcome opportunity for others in the community to benefit from 

their teaching as well. Generally in these cases the participants graduated when they 

could read the local newspaper.
43

 

Secondary schools and universities were seen as the ultimate vehicle of progress 

in these countries. The entire issue of education was a rather sensitive topic for the 

governments of the new countries. Many of those in the governments of the host 

countries had been educated abroad mainly in Europe and saw education as paramount 

in creating a prosperous society. Many local leaders saw the saw the failure of their 

former colonial masters to create sufficient numbers of institutions of higher education 

as a deliberate strategy of preventing the local populations from becoming self-reliant. 

For the majority of the local inhabitants earning a university degree in their own country 

was impossible until well after WWII. Even though a few universities and other 

institutions of higher education had been established, they served only a select few elite 

members of society in urban areas. The University of Ghana for example was only 

opened in 1948 with two other universities founded by the end of the 1960’s. Nigeria 

was a similar situation with its first university founded in 1932 but it was not only until 

the end of colonial rule that other universities were established. In Sierra Leone there is 

the Fourah Bay College was founded already in 1827 but was the only Western style 

university in West Africa for more than a century. There was a great lack of higher 
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education in all areas and on all levels all over former British West Africa. The result 

was that the newly formed nations still relied heavily on experts from abroad which 

were very expensive and not a long term solution to the problem of untrained 

professionals in the different countries. For most seeking a university education meant 

going abroad to Europe or the US. This was extremely expensive and difficult. The 

universities of the UK, France or the US became the training ground for the future 

leaders of Africa. A fact that these educated elites was acutely aware of. Those who did 

go to Europe for an education were often confronted with hardcore racism but at the 

same time they came to see that no all of white society was a socially elevated as it 

presented itself in Africa. In the US Nnamdi Azikiwe the only Nigerian leader at the 

time to attend a university in the US saw how the lack of education and discrimination 

were used as a tool in keeping African Americans as second class citizens. This all 

further underscored a desire to produce more African university graduated and open 

more universities in Africa. The 1960’s therefore saw a drive to build colleges, 

polytechnics and universities all over these newly founded countries. In this perspective 

it is natural that even a secondary school education was very valuable as it would give 

the recipient a chance go on to a university or get a well paid job.  

The Peace Corps volunteers also worked in the newly established universities 

such as the University of Nsuka in Nigeria but there they played a minor role as they 

often did not have the necessary qualifications to teach in colleges and furthermore 

these institutions were run by academic staff of a high level both from Africa and other 

parts of the world. In the universities Peace Corps volunteers focused on cultural 

activities and assistant positions.  

It is in their work in secondary schools where most of their contributions could be 

best seen. There were many more secondary schools than universities and these schools 
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were located all over the respective countries. Here Peace Corps volunteers were fully 

employed sometimes even overburdened with teaching. As already mentioned the Peace 

Corps volunteers did not only teach a wide array of subjects in these schools but they 

were involved in the non academic activities of their students which involved 

everything from sports, work skills or setting up a library at the school.  

Another major contribution of the Peace Corps volunteers to secondary schools in 

the 1960’s was the creation of syllabuses for the schools where some of the Peace Corps 

volunteers were teaching.
44

 

As the Peace Corps volunteers were often sent to teach in remote locations, in 

schools which were being established or expanded, there was also a need to develop 

academic syllabuses which these schools would be based on. Independence also saw a 

dramatic change in what was being taught in both primary and secondary schools. 

Which in turn necessitated a new, more set of national curricular. There was a move 

away from the British focused teaching material to subjects closer to the identities of the 

local populations. Subjects such as history which had focused on British history came to 

reflect local African history for the first time ever. In literature classes African authors 

such as Chinua Achebe form Nigeria were taught along like Shakespeare and Charles 

Dickens to name a few. In other cases the changes to curriculums were simply practical 

steps t improve the level of teaching as most school leaving exams were still linked to 

the British certificates, the Peace Corps volunteers’ devised ways for students to have a 

higher success rate when taking these exams. Peace Corps volunteers were after all 

judged by the results of their work. An added benefit of the Peace Corps volunteers was 
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that the teachers were both male and female. While in the US teachers of both sexes 

work common place in most schools, in Africa the situation we different. As schools 

were frequented by a male majority if they were not exclusively for boys, parents often 

hesitated to send their daughters to schools. The male majority involved not only fellow 

students but also teachers few of whom were female.  

By having female teachers in the Peace Corps, these enabled Peace Corps 

volunteers to teach not only in co-ed schools where girls would feel more secure but it 

also gave the organization an opportunity to send volunteers to all girls’ schools or 

nursing colleges as was the case in Tanzania. The presence of women in the Peace 

Corps in West Africa was important as it broadened the outreach of the organization 

especially in conservative communities where the sexes were segregated. This was 

particularly true in for example in the Northern Nigeria or Niger which are 

predominantly Muslim where female Peace Corps volunteers were able engage in 

activities related to women without fear of cultural transgression. On a moral level 

female Peace Corps volunteers served as a role model for women in the communities 

where they served, showing that women could be useful members of society.  

Race was yet another Peace Corps issue. Today there are some 8,000 volunteers 

worldwide of which 22% are minorities.
45

 There are no statistics on how many ethnic 

minorities were included in the Peace Corps in the first years of the Peace Corps but 

there were numerous volunteers of African American backgrounds who were sent to 

Africa. This was at a time when the American civil rights struggle was in full force and 

the Peace Corps were keen to show governments of the newly independent countries a 

diverse unified nation. The US sent its first African American ambassador to Ghana and 

was eager to take another step forward Minority volunteers faced new realities in 
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countries where blacks which may have eased the idea that all foreigners where white 

and therefore similar to the former British colonial rulers. As Brenda Schoonover, an 

African American volunteer and also American ambassador to Togo recalls, she felt less 

constrained by race in Africa and felt that her work was judged fairly.
46

 

This frequently uncomfortable issue of race surfaced in the US, with problems 

training African America and Caucasian volunteers together in the US south.  

In a 1962 interview President Kennedy, when asked about the lower number of 

African Americans and Mexicans (Hispanics) serving pointed out that minorities in the 

US were often disadvantaged and were unable to volunteer.
47

 In the following years the 

Peace Corps did much more to attract ethnic minorities especially those with linguistic 

skills or experiences which would help them in their work abroad and in turn would 

improve their chances of better employment when they returned to the US.  

In Nigeria by the mid 1960’s one out of three students, some 50,000 a year, was 

taught by volunteers. In Malawi some 200 volunteer teachers helped the government to 

triple secondary school enrolment from 2,500 to 7,600.
48

 

Surprisingly, much criticism of Peace Corps volunteers work came from foreign 

expats based in individual countries; in both the former French and British colonies 

many of the foreigners viewed them, as being far too idealistic in their “naive” efforts to 

help indigenous people. They frowned upon the motives of the volunteers but also on 

their work, viewing them as inferior due to their youth and professional inexperience.
49
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As many of the secondary schools were run by foreign missionaries it is not 

surprising that they objected to the “liberal” ways of the volunteers as their own 

influence in their former colonies waned.  

The occasional criticisms of the local inhabitants and few expats did little to 

discourage the enthusiasm of the Peace Corps volunteers in their work.  

Peace Corps Influence on the US 

As mentioned earlier most of the volunteers went abroad in a effort to help 

improve the world with whatever skills they possessed.  

Countless volunteers went into the Peace Corps under the charismatic influence of 

President Kennedy, who for many Americans was the embodiment of a new, young and 

unorthodox leader. The young Americans were not the only ones who admired 

President Kennedy and his attractive wife. Much of the rapid initial growth of the Peace 

Corps in British West Africa was due to Kennedy’s image s a progressive leader of the 

democratic world. For many of the local leaders in charge of integrating the first 

volunteers this was the first step in diplomatic contact with the US. In order to ensure 

placements, Sargent Shriver and other members of the US State Department toured 

potential countries including the Philippines Ghana, Pakistan, Malaysia Nigeria, India, 

Thailand, and Burma For example, in Nigeria Mr. Shriver met with top government 

leaders including President Nnamdi Azikiwe. The fact that Azikiwe one of the few 

Nigerians who had attended an American University in contrast leaders who studied in 

British universities made him receptive to the idea of an American Peace Corps.
50

 In the 

Philippines Shriver would eventually receive a state award in 1964 on behalf of the 

Peace Corps as one of the few Americans to be honoured. This event was proudly 
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written about at the time in the Peace Corps Volunteer a periodical for all volunteers.
51

 

The positive image of Kennedy played a decisive role not only in his foreign policy, 

promoting the Peace Corps within the US but also in presenting a well meaning 

organization abroad. As David Easterbrook a volunteer in Kenya recalled, numerous 

boys in the area where he taught were named after the American president after he was 

assassinated.
52

 He also recalls an elderly man, also in Kenya thanking him for what the 

Kennedy family had done for them in creating the Peace Corps. Many in Ghana, 

Nigeria and Sierra Leone saw Kennedy as a symbolic leader in improving the lives of 

black people all over the world. His assassination saw an outpouring of praise about his 

efforts, some of which we were published in the Peace Corps Volunteer.  

Apart from work which volunteers did they each had a project or secondary task 

in their spare time in addition to extracurricular activities. Many of these projects 

consisted of work for government institutions such as collecting statistical data for 

hospitals, taking censuses or land resettlement activities. These projects were often 

undertaken during vacations or periods of leave. These activities were helpful to the 

wider community also bringing volunteers closer to local culture. Behind all this was a 

strong desire of the volunteers to “leave behind”, some sort of legacy.  

On a more informal note, most teachers also spent much of their free time visiting 

the homes of their students. Not only did they get valuable insights into the lives of 

those they taught by doing this made a good will gestures as no other teacher before 

them had taken such interest in their pupils.  

The work of the Peace Corps volunteers had a positive influence not only in the 

countries where they served but enriched the volunteer’s lives and then also the 
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American public. Many those who went to Africa gained much from their experience 

after their first initial shock of living in a different culture.  

First volunteers learned to become self reliant and independent. They also saw 

learned to live, negotiate and work with cultures they had never experienced before, a 

useful skill for many professions.  

Then numerous volunteers saw their return to the US in a different light, already, 

in a study done in 1966 author Gray Cowan found that half of the volunteers who had 

served in Nigeria wanted to pursue further education upon their return to the US as a 

result of their changed perspective of the world. Many also changed their attitude to the 

teaching profession; many began to look at the work of an instructor as emotionally 

rewarding and prestigious in an African setting in comparison to the teaching in the US 

where many had perceived it was badly paid and not the most desirable. 

One article from the Peace Corps Volunteer in March 1964 provides a 

comprehensive study of what volunteers did upon their return home. Since this 

newspaper which at the time reached nearly 1 million college students, was also meant 

for the general public, articles such as this were meant to show potential candidates how 

their service in the Peace Corps would be beneficial to their futures. The study looked at 

some 5,000 volunteers who had finished their service. The study found that a third of 

the returned volunteers considered an international career once they finished as opposed 

to an initial 8% who had considered such an option before they went abroad. Other 

numbers indicated that:  

- 39% continued their education; 

- 15% worked for the Federal, state or local government;  

- 15% taught either in the United States or abroad; 
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-  8% worked in a social service agency; 

- 11% were in business and industry, either in this country or abroad.  

A different independent study from the same newspaper showed that about a third 

of the returned volunteers considered teaching in institutions of higher education.
53

 

Others went into fields such as diplomacy, international development or healthcare. The 

experiences gained during the two years in Africa played an important role in their 

future.  

The presence the Peace Corps abroad, especially in Africa also brought about 

heightened interest in these countries from the newly returning volunteers. This after all 

was the first time large numbers of young Americans of different backgrounds were 

lived abroad, previously any American presence in foreign lands had been military.  

After the volunteers returned, many wrote and are still writing about their 

experiences and travels. To a certain extent they created a new genre of travel writing 

which included not only places but also significant contact with local people. 

Many in American society also welcomed the returning Peace Corps volunteers 

not only by being interested in their experiences aboard. Numerous American 

institutions were willing to help in the transition process of the returning Peace Corps 

volunteers. This was at a time when most college graduates immediately joined the 

workforce after leaving school or were married in the case of many women. The idea of 

a “year off” as it is today to travel was unheard of for most school leavers. Many of the 

first returning Peace Corps volunteers were unsure how they would be accepted back 

home and how they could make the most use of their newly gained knowledge. An 

article from the Peace Corps News in 1964 writes that the University of Wisconsin 
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gives 15 full graduate and undergraduate scholarships, including tuition and out-of-state 

fees for Peace Corps volunteer returnees as well as other assistantships, fellow-ships 

and internships in different schools of the university. The same article mentions that 

numerous schools offered academic credits to Peace Corps volunteers who had 

successfully completed their postings, further schools in the states of California and 

New York did not require Peace Corps volunteers who had taught abroad to fulfil this 

requirement at home. For those wishing to go right into the work process, the US State 

Department and the United States Information Agency were eager to use knowledge 

and experiences of the newly returned volunteers. Indeed as mentioned many of the 

former Peace Corps volunteers did find positions in state or diplomatic organizations 

based in part on their foreign postings.  

Even the world of business was looking for Peace Corps returnees in an attempt to 

harvest their newly learned skills in problem solving and project management 

(companies such as Procter and Gamble, Hilton Hotels or Ford Motors).
54

  

In general those who came back after they completed the two year period found 

satisfactory employment where they often directly or indirectly utilised that they had 

experienced abroad. This generation of people starting in the 1960’s also gave other 

college graduates the notion that travelling around the world and becoming acquainted 

with other cultures was a useful, life enhancing part of maturing. Many middle class 

American college graduates today take some time off to travel around the world or 

volunteer with an organization before seeking a permanent job. Sometimes this is even 

seen as necessary to prove to ones future employer that he or she has travelled and as a 

result become a well rounded individual. As a former Peace Corps volunteer from 
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Ghana put it: “When I speak on issues, I can relate directly on how U. S. decisions 

affect individuals in other cultures and countries. I’m better able to point our students 

toward a world outside of our protected little segment of the world. The Peace Corps 

has taught me how to accept and delight in the alternative viewpoints of others.”
55

 

Despite finding good jobs or earning further education once they returned. Peace 

Corps volunteers often found that they were changed people. Not only was their 

perspective on the world different but they also saw the US and American culture in a 

completely different like. This “reverses” culture shock meant that many would come to 

question the established way of life back home. Although they were not the only ones 

questioning American values many viewed race relations, family ties, the value of 

education, medical care or consumerism in a different light.  

Some Peace Corps volunteers stayed on in their host countries after they had 

finished their posting in the Peace Corps as employees of organizations which would 

utilise their skills. As the economies of these societies were developing there was 

demand for qualified experts. Some remained for a few years, while others lived in 

Africa for a long time. Larry Shirley for example first came to Sierra Leone in 1969 as a 

Peace Corps volunteer and ended up staying in Africa as a lecturer at the Ahmadu Bello 

University in Nigeria until 1988, along the way he married a Ghanaian woman and 
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raised a family.
56

 Others have returned to Africa in their retirement to help and offer 

their skills in places where they were Peace Corps volunteers decades ago
57

.  
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Conclusion  

The Peace Corps were originally conceived as an organization which would aid in 

the fight against communism at a time in the Cold War when the world was sharply 

divided between the US and the USSR. President Kennedy had primarily envisioned a 

youth organization which serving as a tool to spread democratic values through 

humanitarian work in the developing world. His hope was that an improved image of 

the US would positively influence the governments of countries where the Peace Corps 

was active.  

In looking at West Africa the Kennedy administration was hoping to use the 

Peace Corps as a way for firstly establishing any form of diplomatic contact with the 

newly independent countries which were just emerging from colonial rule. Secondly the 

US government wanted to use the presence of the Peace Corps as a way of preventing 

an ideological bond between these new nations and the USSR. The first intentions of the 

US government when setting up the Peace Corps were heavily motivated by the desire 

to stop Russian expansion in West Africa. Since the newly independent countries of 

Africa were not politically aligned there was an expectation that they would choose 

between of one the two dominant political ideologies of the time. For both of the two 

existing super powers the US and the USSR the battle for these nations was not only 

political but also material as there were mineral resources and financial interests that lay 

at back of these efforts. Despite having started as an agency of US political interests the 

mission of the Peace Corps gradually changed to one with a purely humanitarian 
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purpose. The principles of democracy, equality and goodwill have stayed as a driving 

force its existence.  

It would be impossible to say that the Peace Corps itself prevented the spread of 

communism in Africa, as there were many other factors involved. Today after more 

than 50 years of Peace Corps work, it has proved to be one of the best investments into 

soft power or hard power that the US ever made. The Peace Corps has helped in 

numerous developing countries all over the world, but most importantly has given the 

US a very useful way of showing itself in a positive light. The positive effect of the 

Peace Corps is appreciated both by host countries and by Americans alike who look at 

the Peace Corps as an example of selfless help.  

In the former British West Africa the Peace Corps were crucial in helping build 

the new nations of Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone and Cameroon. The Peace Corps 

provided vital help namely in education on all levels, agricultural projects and technical 

skills.  

Today the Peace Corps is still a relevant part of US foreign aid as its mission to 

help has found grateful recipients all over the world, with new countries being added all 

the time.
58

  

Since the Peace Corps was founded in 1962 more than 210,000 volunteers have 

served in 139 countries worldwide.  

Today there are some 8,000 volunteers deployed in 76 countries, almost half of 

these are active in educational projects, followed by work on health issues. Africa is still 

the biggest host to Peace Corps volunteers with Latin America close behind.
59
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In the last few decades the work of the Peace Corps has become more diverse, 

with an emphasis on ecology, water preservation schemes, responsible agricultural 

practices or minority education. The Peace Corps has also worked with other 

nongovernmental organizations in host countries as a way of making their presence 

more effective. The role of women and other minorities has also become a more visible 

part of the program as a way of reflecting the needs of their target countries.  
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