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CHAPTER 1 

Decolonising Universities

Mahmood Mamdani 
Makerere University and Columbia University

Institutions of higher education originated in different parts of the world in the premodern 
era1, but it is only one particular historical experience, the Western, that became 
globalised during the modern colonial era. The modern university, as the name suggests, 
claims a universal significance as a site for the study of the human. Its graduates claim 
‘excellence’ globally. This chapter draws on the experience of two universities, Makerere 
University and the University of Dar es Salaam, and the contribution of two intellec-
tual figures, Ali Mazrui and Walter Rodney, to flesh out some key post-independence 
debates regarding the role of the university and the scholar. The first debate arises from 
the nationalist demand that the university be a site of ‘relevance’, and not just ‘excellence’. 
This demand informed debates over curriculum, leading to a second debate over the 
relationship between two different roles: those of the public intellectual and the scholar, 
articulated as the difference between ‘ideological orientation’ (Rodney) and ‘mode of 
reasoning’ (Mazrui). The chapter closes with a discussion on language. In a context where 
colonial languages were given official status, developing them into dynamic languages of 
popular culture and higher learning and scientific reasoning, the tendency was to freeze 
languages of the colonised into a folkloric condition due to a lack of recognition and 
resources. Two experiences in particular – those of Afrikaans and Kiswahili – pointed 
a way forward to social inclusion, creating internal institutional capacities and transla-
tion work to support African languages. The chapter claims that the cases it discusses are 
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16 DECOLONISATION IN UNIvERSITIES

important not because they are representative, but because the questions they raise are 
of wider and general significance. The challenge in higher education, in Africa and else-
where, is to be both responsive to the local and engaged with the global. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THEORY

Theory is born of comparison. Comparison is older than colonialism, but it matures to its 
fullest in the colonial period. The Greeks made modest comparisons, first between cities 
like Athens and Sparta. Later, they turned to larger contexts, Greece, Persia and Egypt. 
Then came Arabs and Berbers. The great Berber historian, Ibn Khaldun, and the Arab 
traveller, Ibn Battuta, compared the North African and the West African worlds. Others 
compared Arabia and lands to the east. But the most comprehensive comparative work 
was carried out during the European colonial project. It is this work that is of concern to 
us today as we seek to define the problem of decolonisation.

With the European colonial project, classification became global. In the heyday of 
European expansion, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, European intellectuals – as 
far apart as Hegel, Marx, Weber, Durkheim and others – began comparing the European 
and the non-European worlds, asking: What was and is so distinctive about the West? 

The production of knowledge begins with ordering phenomena. Comparing requires 
classifying and mapping. Durkheim looked to chemistry as the master classificatory 
science. Marx looked to biology and its most elementary unit of analysis, the cell form. 
Comparison requires a standard, the familiar, through which the not-so-familiar is under-
stood, sometimes as not-quite-yet, at other times as an outright deviation. All ordering 
has a reference point. For those who did the classifying and ordering of everything around 
the world, the reference point was the West, the reality they knew and considered natural. 
The problem is unavoidable: Since we are part of that which we compare, how does one 
avoid the problem of being evaluative and subjective? You cannot avoid it; you can only 
be conscious of it, and thus limit your claims.2

Take the example of Jesuit priests who went to China looking for ‘religion’. Non-
Buddhist China has no scriptures, but plenty of ritual. But religion for Europeans had a 
particular definition – there could be no religion without sacred texts. So, they concluded 
that China had no religion. In later years, they reached a similar conclusion in Africa, that 
it had no religion, only magic and superstition – practised by witches and witchdoctors.3

COLONIALISM AND THE UNIVERSITY

The institutional form of the modern African university did not derive from precolonial 
institutions; the inspiration was the colonial modern. The model was a discipline-based, 
gated community with a distinction between clearly defined groups (administrators, 
academics and degree-seeking students). The model traces its origin to the Humboldt 
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 The Arguments For Decolonisation 17

University in Berlin, a new type of university designed in the aftermath of Germany’s 
defeat by France in 1810. Over the next century, this innovation spread to much of Europe 
and from there to the rest of the world. 

Not only the institutional form but also the intellectual content of modern social 
sciences and humanities is a product of the Enlightenment experience in Europe. The 
European experience was the raw material from which was forged the category ‘human’. 
However abstract the category, it drew meaning from the actual struggles on the ground, 
both within and outside Europe. Internally, the notion of the human was an alternative to 
that of the Christian. It was a Renaissance response to Church orthodoxy. The intellectuals 
of Renaissance Europe looked to anchor their vision in a history older than that of 
Christianity. They found this in pagan Greece and imperial Rome, and self-consciously 
crafted these into a foundational legacy for Europe. Externally, it was a response to an 
entirely different set of circumstances – not the changing vision of a self-reflexive and 
self-revolutionising Europe, but of a self-assertive Europe, reaching out, expanding, in 
a move that sought first to conquer the world, starting with the New World, then Asia, 
and finally Africa, and then to transform and to ‘civilise’ this world in its own image. This 
dual origin made for a contradictory legacy. The modern European university was a site 
for the study of the human. In their universal reach for the human, the humanities and 
the social sciences both proclaimed the oneness of humanity and defined that oneness as 
sameness – from a very European vantage point.

My point is that the modern university in Africa has very little to do with what existed 
on this continent before colonialism, and everything to do with what was created in 
modern Europe. We may find and study great examples of institutions of learning in 
the African world before European conquest – in Timbuktu, Cairo, Tunis, Alexandria – 
but these did not shape the contemporary African university, whether colonial or post-
colonial. The decisive influence was the European university.

THE PROBLEM

The African university began as a colonial project – a top-down modernist project whose 
ambition was the conquest of society. The university was in the front line of the colo-
nial ‘civilising mission’. Properly understood, this ‘civilising mission’ was the precursor, 
the original edition of the ‘one-size-fits-all’ project that we associate with the structural 
adjustment programmes designed by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank in the 1980s. Its ambition was to create universal scholars, men and women 
who stood for excellence, regardless of context, who would serve as the vanguard of the 
‘civilising mission’ without reservation or remorse. For those of us who are inmates of the 
modern university, prisoners in an ongoing colonising project, at least in a metaphorical 
sense, I suggest we think of our task as one of subverting the project from within, through 
a series of acts that sift through the historical legacy, discarding some parts, and adapting 
others to a new-found purpose. 
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18 DECOLONISATION IN UNIvERSITIES

The first critical reflection on this colonial project took place in the nationalist 
movement. From the ranks of the nationalist movement emerged a different kind of intel-
lectual, the public intellectual. If the hallmark of the global scholar was excellence, that 
of the public intellectual was relevance. Excellence was said to be universal, measured 
without regard to context; relevance, however, was necessarily contextual, place-specific. 
The contest between the two unfolded on two very different campuses in East Africa. 
Makerere University, established in 1922, was the paradigmatic colonial university. The 
University of Dar es Salaam (widely referred to simply as ‘Dar’), established at independ-
ence in 1963, would soon emerge as the flag-bearer of anti-colonial nationalism. The two 
universities stood for two contrasting projects: the colonial university as the turf of the 
universal scholar and the nationalist university as home of the public intellectual. 

The different visions were articulated by two academics from the two universities: Ali 
Mazrui and Walter Rodney. Mazrui called for a university true to its classical vision, as 
the home of the scholar ‘fascinated by ideas’ (Mazrui 2005, 56); Rodney saw the univer-
sity as the home of the public intellectual, a committed intellectual located in his or her 
time and place, and deeply engaged with the wider society (Karioki 1974).4 One moral 
of the story I want to tell is that we should resist the temptation to dismiss one side and 
embrace the other. However compelling, these contrasting visions were anchored in two 
equally one-sided notions of higher education: relevance and excellence. At the same 
time, each contained something of value. Rather than choose between them, I suggest we 
identify the kernel of value in each through a dialectical approach. 

Does place matter, as Rodney claimed? Or do ideas matter, regardless of place, as 
Mazrui insisted? Obviously, place matters. If universities could be divorced from politics, 
if knowledge production could be immune from power relations, then place would not 
matter. But we know that is not the case. At the same time, ideas also matter. If they did 
not, why have a university at all? This is to say that politics is not all. 

The debate began at Makerere University in the early 1960s, on the eve of state inde-
pendence. The two sides to the debate lined up on familiar ground – one side mobilised 
in defence of academic freedom, the other called for justice. The first round of change 
produced resounding victories for the broad nationalist camp, which called for limiting 
the autonomy of the university, and of the faculty in particular, so as to put an end to 
racial privilege. They said the university should be national not only in name but also in 
appearance. To undermine the disciplinary nationalism and institutional autonomy that 
propped up the authority of the expatriate staff would not be possible without a strong 
role for the independent state in higher education. Dismissing academic freedom as a 
codeword in defence of the status quo, they called for state intervention in the name of 
justice. It did not take long for the terms of the debate to change, and dramatically so. 
With the emergence of the single-party regime in Uganda, the university turned into 
an oasis where the practice of academic freedom allowed free political speech for those 
who disagreed with the ruling power. Instead of a defence of racial privilege, as at inde-
pendence, many began to rethink academic freedom as the cutting edge of a critique of 
nationalist power.
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It was in this context that Rajat Neogy founded Transition,5 a cross between a journal 
and a magazine, in which public intellectuals wrote for a public that included both the 
gown and the town. Those who wrote for it included writers like James Baldwin, Langston 
Hughes, Nadine Gordimer and Chinua Achebe, and politicians like Julius Nyerere and 
Tom Mboya. Transition made possible a conversation that was simultaneously national, 
regional and global. Paul Theroux (1967) wrote ‘Tarzan Is an Expatriate’, an understanding 
of Tarzan and Jane as the first expatriates. Ali Mazrui (1966, 1967) wrote ‘Nkrumah The 
Leninist Czar’, an essay on authoritarianism with a socialist tilt and ‘Tanzaphilia’, of which 
I will have more to say.

In the decade that followed the launch of the Arusha Declaration in 1967, the debate 
on Tanzania was framed by two critics. If Ali Mazrui was the most important liberal critic 
of nationalism in power, Issa Shivji (1973, 1975) was its most important critic from the 
left. Two of his books, The Silent Class Struggle and Class Struggles in Tanzania proposed 
that nationalisation and socialism should really be understood as the language masking 
accumulation by a new state-based class. 

Despite this intellectual brassage, the two institutions – Makerere and Dar – 
continued along their distinctive paths. The main issue for reformers at Makerere was 
the deracialisation of the teaching body, whose leading lights were predominantly white. 
Newly qualified young academics were promoted under pressure from government-
appointed senior administrators. Among these was the young Mazrui: freshly graduated 
with a doctorate from Oxford, he rose from lecturer to professor like a helicopter in the 
space of a few years. At Dar, by contrast, the relevance of the curriculum itself was being 
called into question; there was also a growing demand for interdisciplinarity, especially 
by faculty who thought disciplinary nationalism was at the root of the university’s being 
increasingly irrelevant to the larger discussion on social and political ills in the country. 
The developments at Makerere and Dar did not take place sequentially, one after another. 
They took place side by side, generating a strong and spirited exchange between two 
scholars at these institutions: Mazrui at Makerere and Rodney at Dar.

DAR: THE QUESTION OF RELEVANCE 

Whereas the main issue at Makerere was deracialisation of academic staff, the mobilising 
concerns at the University of Dar es Salaam were the relevance of the curriculum and 
the demand for inter-disciplinarity. The Dar discussion unfolded in the context of rapid 
political change, triggered by a student demonstration on 22 October 1966 protesting a 
government decision to introduce compulsory national service for all secondary-school 
graduates. The government’s response was drastic: accusing students of betraying the 
nation, the government withdrew fellowships from all 334 students and sent them home. 
A few months later, on 5 February 1967, President Nyerere issued the Arusha Declaration, 
a clarion call for building a socialist society. Then followed a programme of nationalisation 
of key sectors of the economy. The university responded with a conference on the ‘role of 
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20 DECOLONISATION IN UNIvERSITIES

the University College, Dar es Salaam in a socialist Tanzania’. Held from 11 to 13 March 
1967, the conference noted that ‘various disciplines and related subjects [were not studied] 
in the context of East Africa’s and particularly Tanzania’s socio-economic development 
aspirations, concerns and problems’. It ended with a call for relevance, including a recom-
mendation for a ‘continuous “curriculum review”’ (Kimambo 2008 107–132).

The conference triggered vigorous debates among the academic staff and students on 
campus. Accounts of these discussions identify three different points of view. Radicals, 
mostly non-Tanzanian, wanted a complete transformation, of both curriculum and 
administrative structure; above all, they wanted to abolish discipline-based departments. 
Moderates, who were the majority and included most Tanzanian members of staff, 
agreed that there should be a radical review of the curriculum but not an abolition of 
departments. Conservatives, then a minority, resisted any radical change in either curric-
ulum or the discipline-based organisation of the university. 

There followed two rounds of reform. The first round began with the introduction 
of an interdisciplinary programme in ‘development studies’. But changes were Ad hoc 
and contradictory: interdisciplinary streams were introduced; at the same time, however, 
departments remained. The response was mixed, and opposition was pronounced. A pro-
fessor in the Law Faculty (Kanywanyi 1989) recalled ‘political-rally like classes’ where 
‘speakers were drawn mainly from outside the college’ including ‘Government Ministers 
and other public figures of various calling’. The course ‘became unpopular among 
students’ – indeed, students rejected the new curriculum in 1969 (Kanywanyi 1989 and 
2008: Kimambo 2008 120). Perhaps the most acute observation came from a subcom-
mittee of the University Council, appointed in November 1970 to review the programme 
(Kimambo, Mapunda and Lawi 2008 118, 124–125). It began by noting that the com-
promise that had introduced streams but retained departments was contradictory: ‘some 
departments have departed drastically from the sub-stream structure in their attempt to 
respond to the market situation’. The resulting tension ‘proved right the fears of those who 
were opposing co-existence of streams and departments which has enabled disciplines 
to reassert themselves at the expense of the interdisciplinary programme’. More import-
antly, the subcommittee asked whether a problem-solving focus was likely to reduce the 
scholarly content of higher education, producing ‘technocrats’ rather than ‘reasoning 
graduates’ (Kimambo 2003: 5, 7). The academic staff opposed to the changes either 
voted with their feet or were booted out of the university. Between June and November 
1971, 28 academic staff resigned, and 46 academic contracts were not renewed. Of 86 
academics in established posts, 42 per cent departed. In light of this, the Council sub-
committee called for ‘careful preparation’ and recruitment of new staff. Those who think 
of interdisciplinarity as the key to a new world may want to remind themselves that both 
World Bank teams and the various centres for area study – as for African Studies – have 
been interdisciplinary from the start. Given the history of the development of the social 
sciences and humanities, disciplines have been the predominant site for the development 
of method. Like the call for relevance, that for an interdisciplinary approach to university 
education may also prove one-sided.6
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Round two began with a two-track institutional reorganisation. The Faculty of Arts 
and Social Sciences set up its own interdisciplinary core to be taught by its own faculty. 
The Institute of Development Studies (IDS) was formed to teach an interdisciplinary core 
in all other faculties, including the sciences and the professions. IDS hired over 30 aca-
demic staff between 1973 and 1990. Departments remained, but so did career streams 
and sub-streams. The curriculum was revised, and a compulsory interdisciplinary cur-
riculum was introduced at all levels. The interdisciplinary core in the Faculty of Arts and 
Social Sciences, known as EASE (East African Society and Environment), focused on 
the teaching of history, ecology and politics in the first year, taking 40 per cent of stu-
dent class time (two of five courses). In the second and third years, the time devoted to 
the interdisciplinary core course was reduced to one course out of five, focusing on the 
history of science and technology in year two and development planning in year three.

The reform process at the University of Dar es Salaam was sustained over years because 
the process was not confined to formal processes at the university. Those who wanted 
change built their own structures: student activists launched key publications, first Che 
Che, and, when it was banned, Maji Maji. Activist students and academic staff came 
together in regular discussion groups. The formal one, known as the ‘ideological class’, 
deliberately met at 10 am every Sunday. Its stated aim was to provide students and staff 
with an alternative to church attendance. The second was less formal but also organised. 
This comprised a range of after-class study groups that proliferated over the years. In 1975, 
I recall belonging to five university-based study groups, each with between two and eight 
members. Meeting once a week, each required a background reading of around 100 pages. 
These groups focused on five different themes: Marx’s Capital; the three Internationals; 
the Russian Revolution; the Chinese Revolution; and the agrarian question.

We were looking to glimpse the outlines of a new world outside our own reality. 
This was a period of tremendous intellectual ferment, marked by two different trajec-
tories, each represented by a different work. The first was Rodney’s (1972) How Europe 
Underdeveloped Africa. Written in the vein of dependency theory, its mode of reasoning 
was very much in line with that of the Arusha Declaration. The second contrasted the 
language and promise of the Arusha Declaration with the reality of internal social and 
political developments in the country. Two books authored by Shivji (1973, 1975), The 
Silent Class Struggle, and Class Struggles in Tanzania, reflected the accent on internal 
processes. The publication of Shivji’s books triggered a debate among academics at Dar; 
that debate focused on imperialism and the state.7 

This is the context in which a series of memorable debates were held between Rodney 
and Mazrui, first in Kampala, and then in Dar. Rodney called on intellectuals to join the 
struggle to consolidate national independence in an era when, though colonialism had 
ended, imperialism reigned supreme. If Rodney focused on the outside of nationalism, 
Mazrui called attention to its inside. If Rodney called on intellectuals to realise the unfin-
ished agenda of anti-imperialism, Mazrui called attention to the authoritarian tendencies 
of nationalism in power. The debate between the two mirrored larger societal processes, 
the tension between nationalism and democracy on the one hand, and state and popular 
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22 DECOLONISATION IN UNIvERSITIES

sovereignty on the other. It also reflected a growing tension within the academy, between 
the ‘nationalist’ public intellectual and the ‘universalist’ scholar. From this latter group 
emerged the most important critics of nationalism in power: Mazrui from among the 
liberal critics, and Shivji from the left.

Tanzaphilia

Mazrui’s critique soon extended beyond nationalism in power to left intellectuals seduced 
by radical state nationalism. Among the memorable essays Mazrui wrote in Transition 
was one titled ‘Tanzaphilia: A Diagnosis’ (Mazrui 1967). Mazrui defined Tanzaphilia as ‘a 
political phenomenon … an opium of Afrophiles … the romantic spell which Tanzania 
casts on so many of those who have been closely associated with her’, a condition ‘par-
ticularly marked among Western intellectuals’ (Mazrui 1967: 20). Mazrui chided left 
intellectuals, liberals and socialists, expatriates and locals, for having succumbed to this 
disease. He claimed that, seduced by the language of ‘socialism’, they were caught in the 
drift to single-party rule, approaching power with timidity and soft hands: ‘Many of the 
most prosaic Western pragmatists have been known to acquire that dreamy look under 
the spell of Tanzania.’ 

Mazrui had his eye on simple facts like the ‘Committee of Nine’ at the University 
of Dar es Salaam, which he termed the ‘super-left’ (Tordoff and Mazrui 1972). Citing 
the pressure from the ‘super-left’ to turn the University of Dar es Salaam into ‘an ideo-
logical college’, Mazrui suggested that ‘a genuine university should not be monopolistic’. 
He argued that the university should be ‘multi-ideological rather than uni-ideological 
… permit[ting] maximum interplay between different interpretations of reality’. Mazrui 
cited Colin Leys, a left-wing British intellectual who had earlier been principal of the 
party ideology school in Dar es Salaam, Kivukoni College. Leys had famously lamented 
that besides the three conventionally listed social ills – poverty, ignorance and disease – 
Tanzania was also suffering from a fourth: empiricism.8

To those like Leys – and presumably Rodney – who thought of ideological orientation 
as everything, Mazrui, in ‘Tanzaphilia’ (1967: 21), pointed to a deeper epistemological 
reality that he called ‘style of reasoning’. Compared to intellectual acculturation, ideo-
logical orientation is both superficial and changeable: ‘To be in favour of this country or 
that, to be attracted by this system of values rather than that, all are forms of ideological 
conversion. And under a strong impulse one can change one’s creed. But it is much more 
difficult to change the process of reasoning which one acquires from one’s total educa-
tional background.’ As proof, he gave the following example: ‘No amount of radicalism in 
a Western-trained person can eliminate the Western style of analysis which he acquires. 
After all, French Marxists are still French in their intellectual style. Ideologically, they 
may have a lot in common with Communist Chinese or Communist North Koreans. But 
in style of reasoning and the idiom of his thought, a French Marxist has more in common 
with a French liberal than with fellow Communists in China and Korea. And that is why 
a French intellectual who is a Marxist can more easily cease to be a Marxist than he can 
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cease to be a French intellectual’. To bring the point home, he distinguished between a 
‘pro-Western’ attitude and a ‘Western’ mode of thinking: ‘Applying this to Julius Nyerere, 
we find that someone like him can more easily cease to be “pro-Western” than he can 
cease to be “Westernised” in his basic intellectual style and mental processes. And it is the 
latter quality which has often captivated Afrophile Western intellectuals.’

Was Mazrui implying that his interlocuters from the left – this time not just Nyerere 
but also Rodney – needed to go beyond changing phrases, beyond a mere ideological 
facelift to an epistemological shift? Mazrui called for a shift of focus, to use his own lan-
guage in ‘Tanzaphilia’, from ‘ideological orientation’ to ‘mode of reasoning’, or ‘intellec-
tual acculturation’ and ‘style of analysis’. The year was 1967. If Mazrui evokes Michel 
Foucault for the reader, let us keep in mind that Foucault would write about ‘discursive 
formations’ in The Archaeology of Knowledge two years later, in 1969.

The development of higher education in Africa is basically a post-independence phe-
nomenon. Except in South and North Africa, the number of universities founded in the 
colonial period can be counted on two hands. There was only one university in Nigeria 
with 1 000 students at the end of the colonial period; by 1990, Nigeria would boast 31 uni-
versities with 141 000 students (Bako 1994). East Africa had a single institution of higher 
learning, Makerere, during the colonial period. Today, it has over 30. Having a national 
university was considered as much a hallmark of national independence as having a flag, 
an anthem, a central bank and a currency. 

If Makerere was the quintessential colonial university, Dar es Salaam stood as the hall-
mark of nationalist assertion. The fortunes of the African university dipped with the fiscal 
crisis of the African state and the entry of the Bretton Woods institutions, which claimed 
to bail out countries in financial trouble in return for subjecting their public budgets to 
a strict disciplinary regime. In this era of structural adjustment, too, Makerere was the 
model university.

The World Bank took hold of Makerere’s planning in the late 1980s, around the same 
time the IMF took charge of the Ugandan treasury. The Bank proposed a three-fold reform 
premised on the assumption that higher education is a private good. First, it argued that 
since the benefit from higher education accrues to an individual, individuals should pay 
for it by way of fees. Today, nearly 90 per cent of students at Makerere are fee-paying. 
Second, the Bank argued that the university should be run by autonomous departments 
and not by a centralised administration. This was done by a simple formula: by requiring 
that 80 per cent of student fees should go to the student’s disciplinary department or 
faculty, the Bank managed to starve the central administration of funds. Third, the Bank 
said that the curriculum should be revised and made market-friendly and more profes-
sional. To give two examples of the changes ushered in at this time: The Department of 
Geography began to offer a BA. in Tourism, and the Institute of Linguistics began offering 
a BA. in Secretarial Studies, through which a student would be equipped with secretarial 
skills in more than one language. The Makerere model was exported to other universities 
in the region and around the continent over the next decade. So, it was not a surprise that 
fees were rising around the same time as ‘independence’ – transition to majority rule – in 
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24 DECOLONISATION IN UNIvERSITIES

South Africa. Nor was it a surprise that expanded entry of black students into ‘white’ 
universities was followed by an expanded exit of more and more of the same students, 
either because they were failing to pay fees or to maintain good academic standing. When 
more and more of these students looked for explanations for their predicament, the dis-
cussion pointed to rising fees and a curriculum that bore little relationship to their life 
experiences, or family and community histories.

To the distinction Mazrui drew, between ideological orientation and style of reasoning, 
Rodney had no answer. Mazrui’s point was, of course, that though Rodney (like Nyerere) 
might have an ideological critique of the West, he was speaking from inside that same 
Western tradition. Mazrui was right, but then Rodney was not alone in this insider-
outsider position. Frantz Fanon was also in a similar position. To stay with Mazrui’s 
distinction between ‘mode of reasoning’ and ‘ideological orientation’, we may pose a 
question: Is there an intellectual mode of reasoning we can term ‘African’, the way Mazrui 
spoke of a ‘French’ or a ‘Western’ mode of reasoning? And by this, I mean not a mode 
of reasoning genetically or ancestrally African, but a discursive tradition constituted 
by a set of engagements and debates communicated in a common language, weaving a 
coherent intellectual community into a long-term historical formation. 

Most of us who have come out of colonialism speak more than one language. One of 
these is the language of colonialism, inevitably a language of science, scholarship and 
global affairs. The other is a colonised language, a home language whose growth was 
truncated because colonialism cut short the possibility of the development of an intellec-
tual tradition in the languages of the colonised. As a result, our home languages remain 
folkloric, shut out of the world of science and learning, high culture, law and government. 
There are of course exceptions, as always. In East Africa, the exception is Kiswahili, today 
a language of both popular interaction and culture, and a language of official discourse. 
Kiswahili is a language of primary and secondary education, but not of university edu-
cation. At the university level, Kiswahili functions more like a foreign language, with its 
own department of Kiswahili Studies, Idara Ya Taasisi Ya Kiswahili. Not surprisingly, 
Kiswahili is not the bearer of either a scientific or a scholarly tradition. 

The difference would become clear if we look at the example of Afrikaans. One needs 
to recall that Afrikaans, once disparaged as ‘kitchen Dutch’, developed from a folkloric 
language to be the bearer of an intellectual tradition in less than half a century. That 
development would not have been possible without a vast institutional network – ran-
ging from schools and universities to newspapers, magazines and publishing houses, and 
more, all resourced through public funds. This vast affirmative action programme lifted 
Afrikaans from a folkloric language to a language of science and scholarship, high culture 
and legal discourse in the short span of a half century. It is no exaggeration to say that 
Afrikaans represents the most successful decolonising initiative on the African continent. 
Not only did this happen under apartheid, the great irony is that it was not emulated by 
the government of independent South Africa.

Many think that the Afrikaans experience is not relevant when it comes to the plurality 
of African languages. Why? Because it is said that this continent is plagued by extreme 
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linguistic heterogeneity. Numerous studies claim this: from Lord Hailey’s (1938) tally of 
over 700 languages in Africa, to Barbara F. Grimes’s (1996) more recent count that upped 
the number to over 2 000! The point, however, is that the count depended on the defin-
ition used to distinguish a language from a dialect. 

Let us scan the horizon for some examples. Is Arabic a single written language, Fusha, 
or a federation of multiple spoken dialects? Is Chinese a single written language or also a 
federation of different spoken dialects? Of course, Arabic is both a single written language 
and a family of a large number of spoken dialects. And the same goes for Chinese. Jacob 
Nhlapo, the editor of the Bantu World in the 1940s and 1950s, led an untiring campaign to 
develop two core languages out of the cluster of spoken vernaculars in Nguni- and Sotho-
group spoken vernaculars. Nhlapo was a pioneer who inspired others in the decades that 
followed. Among these were Neville Alexander of the University of Cape Town and Kwesi 
Prah of the Centre for Advanced Studies of African Societies in Cape Town.

Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986), who talks of the importance of decolonising history, 
memory and language, has argued that the starting point of decolonisation is language, 
not geo-politics. Let us return to the problem as I defined it at the beginning: the African 
university began as a colonial project – a top-down modernist project – its ambition 
being to transform society in its own image. Add to this the fact that this project was uni-
lingual, it was an English or French or Portuguese language project, and it acknowledged 
a single intellectual tradition, the Western tradition. At the same time, it aimed to create 
an apartheid society, one that shut the vast majority of the colonised out of the common 
discourse of humanity. What would it mean to decolonise such a project?

The East African experience suggests the following: One, socialising the cost of uni-
versity education, so as to make it more inclusive. In every African country that I know, 
independence was followed by attempts to socialise spending on health, education, 
housing and so on. South Africa is the exception. In practical terms, this means reducing 
fees – indeed, fees must fall, as demanded by the South African student movement in 
recent years. I was at the University of Cape Town from 1996 to 1999, what I thought of as 
the post-independence era, and was amazed that fees were rising! Two, the decolonising 
project has necessarily to be a multilingual project whose purpose should be not only to 
provide Westernised education in multiple languages but also to provide the resources 
to nurture and develop non-Western intellectual traditions as living traditions with the 
capacity to sustain public and scholarly discourse.

The challenge is one of inclusion on every level. This is to acknowledge that affordable 
higher education must become a reality if the end of apartheid is to have meaning for the 
youth. In a university context, this calls for the establishment of a centre for the study of 
Nguni and Sotho languages and life traditions, and of associated translation units, which 
will translate the best of the literature – global, African and South African – into these 
languages. To broaden our referential world, we need to stop looking to only the West 
and start getting to know our neighbourhood by investing resources in developing aca-
demic units that can study and teach non-Western intellectual traditions. But that study 
should not be a superficial gloss, an homage to some new fashion. It needs to begin with 
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the understanding that if you want to access a different intellectual tradition, you have to 
learn the language in which the tradition has been historically forged. 

Theory cannot be developed without reference points – and our objective must be to 
develop new and multiple reference points. Give up the obsession of comparing with the 
West – the world is larger than we have known. The Sanskrit scholar Sheldon Pollock 
(2009, 2015), of Columbia University, has fruitfully compared Indian and Chinese 
worlds. The Chinese scholar Kuan-Hsing Chen (2010) has written a book, Asia as 
Method, calling for comparative studies across Asia. The Senegalese scholar Souleymane 
Bachir Diagne (2011) wrote a book on the Urdu poet and philosopher Muhammad Iqbal. 
Perhaps the best example of intellectual labours that have gone into rethinking received 
categories of thought and formulating new categories adequate to understanding and 
valorising particular histories and experiences is the work of Nigerian historians of the 
University of Ibadan and Ahmado Bello University. I am thinking of the work on the 
oral archive for the writing of a history of the premodern, and that on the historicity of 
ethnic identity by historians from Dike to Abdullahi Smith and, above all, Yusufu Bala 
Usman.9 

Colonialism brought not only theory from the Western academy but also the 
assumption that theory is produced in the West and the aim of the academy outside the 
West is limited to applying that theory. Its implication was radical: If the making of theory 
was a truly creative act in the West, its application in the colonies became the reverse, a 
turnkey project that did no more than operationalise theory. This was true on the left as 
well as on the right, whether student effort was going into the study of Marx and Foucault 
or of Weber and Huntington. One student after another learned theory as if learning a 
new language – some remarkably well, others not so well. As they stutter in translation, 
these others give us an idea of what is wrong with the notion that to be a student is to be a 
technician, whose learning stops with applying a theory produced elsewhere. The unfor-
tunate outcome of such an endeavour is to produce high-cost caricatures, yet another 
group of mimic men and women for a new era. The alternative is to rethink our aspir-
ation, not just to import theory from outside as another developmental initiative, but to 
aim differently and not just higher: to theorise our own reality.

The process of knowledge production is based on two distinct but related conversations, 
local and global. The scholar needs to balance two relationships in the process of know-
ledge production: one with the society at large, and the other with the scholarly com-
munity globally. The local conversation is with different social forces: their needs, their 
demands, their capacities and their visions. The global conversation is the product of 
an ongoing global debate within and between disciplines, a debate where geo-politics 
is of little obvious relevance. The local conversation makes for a public intellectual who 
is very mindful of political boundaries, the global conversation calls for a scholar who 
transgresses boundaries. Our challenge is to acknowledge that the public intellectual and 
the scholar are not two different personas but two sides of a single quest for knowledge. 
To pursue this quest is to bridge and close the gap between the public intellectual and the 
scholar.
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NOTES 

1 This chapter is a development of the T.B. Davie Memorial Lecture delivered at the University of 
Cape Town on 22 August 2017.

2 The point was made generally by Bala Usman with reference to the relation between the subject-
ivity of the writer in relation to the ‘objective’ reality the writer seeks to understand; see Bala Usman 
(2006a, 2006b). 

3 For a fuller discussion, see Pollock (2009, 2015).
4 For Ali Mazrui’s response, see Mazrui (1974).
5 Rajat Neogy was jailed by Milton Obote on sedition charges in 1968. Transition was revived in 

Ghana in 1971, and its editorship was taken over by Wole Soyinka in 1973. It folded in 1976 for 
financial reasons, and was then revived in 1991 by Henry Louis Gates, Jr., who brought it to the 
W.E.B. Du Bois Institute for African and African-American Research at Harvard University where 
it continues to be based, dislocated both in terms of its vision and its place.

6 The interdisciplinary PhD programme in Social Studies, introduced at the Makerere Institute of 
Social Research (Makerere University), required students to combine a set of interdisciplinary core 
courses with a major and a minor in two disciplinary specialisations: political economy, political 
studies, historical studies and cultural studies; see Mamdani (2013b).

7 The ‘debate’ began with a set of critical comments on the writings of Nabudere and Shivji, but soon 
turned acerbic with a series of interventions. Led by Karim Hirji, they turned the ‘debate’ into a 
sharply political exchange devoid of any significant scholarly or even political merit; see Nabudere 
(1976) and Tandon (1979).

8 In an earlier version of this chapter (Mamdani 2018), I had mistakenly assumed that Colin Leys 
had been the principal of Kivukoni College at the time Mazrui wrote Tanzaphilia. Leys (2018) 
wrote a letter to the editor of London Review of Books pointing out that he had been principal from 
1961 to 1962, a year before the University of Dar es Salaam opened its doors. Leys also claims that 
Kivukoni was not ‘the ruling party’s ideological school’ as I had characterised it but ‘a local version 
of Ruskin College, created by a Ruskin graduate, Joan Wicken’. Leys forgot to add that Wicken was 
then also Nyerere’s principal private secretary. Leys also complained that my article focused on the 
part and ignored the whole: ‘the Cold War context, which conditioned Nyerere’s efforts to chart a 
path out of neocolonialism and avert the risks of the kind of civil conflict that would later cause 
devastation in so many African countries, including Uganda (it was this, not an abstract idea of 
what an African university should be that preoccupied most of the left academics at Dar.)’ I do not 
disagree. The article I wrote was admittedly about the university (‘the part’) and not about Nyerere’s 
rule (‘the whole’). Leys accurately describes the frame of mind of the ‘left academics at Dar’ (among 
whom I was one). In defining the vocation of the intellectual as exclusively political, they ran the 
risk of divorcing the public intellectual from the scholar and turning the university into the left 
wing of the party state. 

9 For a brief discussion, see Mamdani (2013a, chap. 3).
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