
On Relevance, Decolonisation and 
Community Engagement: The Role of 
Intellectuals
2nd National Education Conference

Vuyisile Msila
msivuy@gmail.com/msilavt@unisa.ac.za

06 October 2021

1

mailto:msivuy@gmail.com/msilavt@unisa.ac.za


Abstract
During the current decolonial debates in South Africa intellectuals have taken the lead
in highlighting the dismantling of Eurocentrism and re-membering the African
continent. Yet these debates have not always included intellectuals outside the
academe. The subaltern groups have been dominated by the higher education
intellectuals’ hegemony and monopoly over knowledge. Antonio Gramsci postulates
that this hegemony encompasses cultural, moral and ideological leadership over the
subaltern. The public still struggles to develop own counter-hegemony as they aspire to
be part of role-players who transform society. This presentation explores the travails of
decolonisation by mainly focusing on the involvement or disengagement of
intellectuals. It searches whether or not intellectualism is declining as those involved
haggle over ideas. The enigma is whether the intellectuals are not delaying
transformation of society by eschewing other crucial role-players. Furthermore, in a
world of knowledge and ideas, how possible is it for intellectuals to annihilate personal
egos for a greater public good.
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INTRODUCTION

• What has stalled African epistemic decolonisation in

the Global South?

• How best will university intellectuals engage with

communities?

• Why should intellectuals lead in society?

• Which idea of the university are we aspiring towards?
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What is an Intellectual?
Ali Mazrui- an intellectual is a person who is fascinated
by ideas and has skill to handle many effectively.
People whose end products are ideas
BUT
It is easier to concentrate on POWER than
concentrate on KNOWLEDGE
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Have African intellectuals failed the people? 
Have they failed at engagement? 

• There is a need for a meaningful dialogue between the
public and intellectuals

• Have decolonial debates experienced this?

• When intellectuals intervene in the market of ideas they
tend to explain why some new policies are not likely to
work rather than as thought leaders who see the change
efforts’ potential
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Role of Intellectuals

• Said- The main function of the intellectual is to
speak truth to power

• Role of intellectuals – to influence society towards
more inclusive and engaged debates on
decolonisation

• Yet marketplace of illusion inhabited
• Society also tends to be hostile to intellectuals
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Intellectuals and Responsibility

• Intellectuals as need to solidify higher education
institutions as African institutions

• This cannot be achieved if intellectuals themselves
are not relevant.

• They cannot succeed without the people
• Again Mazrui links modern intellectualism to

amalgamation between Pan-Africanism and
intellectualisation
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Thomas Molnar – We cannot judge an intellectual
outside her environment. “An intellectual cannot be by his
mental powers, insights, and creativity alone. It is, rather
the social milieu of which he is a part, and the nature of
his relationship to this milieu, that determine his status
and role as an intellectual.” They should always be bound
by the principles that make them part of their
communities.
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Bangura
• African intellectuals must endeavour to make their work African-centred
and this is crucial so as to eschew from using Eurocentric concepts in
African scholarship, concepts that are alien to Africa.

• The second lesson was that African intellectuals should be
revolutionary as opposed to revolutionary-accomodationist. The latter
included people who supported change initiatives but were also
prepared to compromise and accept the status quo and

• The third lesson is that African intellectuals should be engaged in
African and African Diaspora issues thus ensuring the development of
Pax Africana - the need for Africans to develop and sustain their own
institutions if they are to make a huge mark on global affairs.
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Kinds of intellectuals in decolonial 
debates – Impacts on engagement

1. Knowers – the decolonial debates has produced
intellectuals who claim to comprehend the theories. But
these are pseudo-intellectuals who are fatigued.

2. Loyalists – the loyalists concur with the debates but are
hardly critical. They tend to infantilise other role-players.
They also go for philistinism.
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Kinds of intellectuals cont.
• Denialists - Denialism has led to the stalling of decolonial

debates.
• Intellectual denial is meant to dumb down strong debates

for decolonisation.
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Denialist’s tactics

1. Conspiracy theories – suggesting opponents are
muting the truth

2. Cherry picking – selecting research to expose their
opponents

3. False experts –reimbursing experts to give credence
to their beliefs

4. Moving goalposts – dismissing presented evidence
5. Other logical fallacies

13



Planetary Intellectuals
• Intellectuals that support engaging with all role-players
• They believe in de-Westernisation of globalisation –

society cannot avoid the “medley of a community of 
ideas.”

• They believe in interconnectedness
• They underscore both the justice turn and decolonial turn
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Bringing Africa to the debate
The planetary intellectual seeks to bring Africa to the
debate as part of the broader debates in the world
hence the emphasis on the ecologies of knowledge.
Stocchetti (2012:101) cites Coser, Eyerman who argue
that intellectuals are not people who depend on ideas
to earn a living but they live for ideas; their own and
those of others. Those who are scared of their political
influence they maintain that they earn a living off their
ideas. The planetary intellectual works to support
change initiatives in society.
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Conclusion
• This presentation demonstrates how critical it is for 

intellectuals to be omniscient as they motion the society 
towards epistemological decolonisation and societal 
transformation. This encompasses the fascination with ideas. 

• Whilst Mazrui argues that scholars at higher education 
institutions should lead intellectualism, this cannot be 
realised if the organic intellectuals do not become part of the 
transforming society and institutions.

16



References
• Bangura, A.K. nd. Ali Al’Amin Mazrui – The Mwalimu, The Alr. A Tribute. [Online} Available at: https://codesria.org/IMG/pdf/bangura-mazrui.pdf
• Bell, D.A. 2008. Class Consciousness, and the Fall of the Bourgeois Revolution. Critical Review 16: 323 – 351. 
• Brahimi, M.A., Hernando, M.G., Morgan, M. & Perez, A. 2020. Strategies of Public intellectual Engagement. The Sociological Review, 68(5): 982-998.
• Chankseliani, M., Qoraboyev, I. & Gimranova, D. Higher education contributing to local, national, and global development: new empirical and conceptual insights. High 

Educ 81, 109–127 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00565-8
• Chinweizu. 1987. Decolonising the African Mind. Lagos: Pero Press.
• Euron, P. 2019. Antonio Gramsci: The Role of Intellectuals in Culture. In Aesthetics, Theory and Interpretation of Literary Work. Brill. 
• Landsiedel, C.L. 2004. Who is an Intellectual and What should be the Role of Intellectuals be in Society? Seminar Paper.
• Marks, J. 2017. We don’t need no stinking thought leaders. [Online] Available at: https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2017/07/11/why-academics-should-strive-be-

public-intellectuals-not-thought-leaders-essay
• Mazrui, A.A. 1986. The Africans; A Triple Heritage. A Documentary. Co-produced by BBC and the Public Broadcasting Service (WETA, Washington) and Nigerian Television 

Authority. 
• Mazrui, A.A. 1975. Eclecticism as an Ideological Alternative: An African Perspective. Alternatives, 1: 465-486.
• Mazrui, A.A. 2005. Pan Africanism and the intellectuals: rise, decline and revival. In African Intellectuals: Rethinking Politics, Language, Gender and Development, edited by 

T. Mkandawire, pp56-77. London: Zed Books. 
• Mintsa, J. 2007. What is wrong with Black People? Morrisville: Lulu Press.
• Mwesigire, B. 2014. 5 Strategies for de-Westernising Globalisation, by Ali Mazrui. [Online] Available at: https://thisisafrica.me/politics-and-society/5-strategies-de-

westernising-globalisation-ali-mazrui/
• Nagy-Zekmi, S. & Hollis, K. 2012. Introduction: The Location of Public Intellectual Discourse. In Global Academe: Engaging Intellectual Discourse, edited by S. Nagy-Zekmi & 

K. Holli, pp.1- 14. New York: Palgrave.  
• Ncube, P.D. 1979. Introduction. Education for Barbarism by IB Tabata. London: Unity Movement of South Africa. 
• Robertson, J. 2012. In the marketplace of illusion: The public intellectual in a landscape of mediated humanities.  In Global Academe: Engaging Intellectual Discourse, 

edited by S. Nagy-Zekmi & K. Holli, pp.15- 38. New York: Palgrave.  
• Sowell, Thomas. 2012. Intellectuals and Society. National Review Online.
• Stocchetti, M. 2012. The enemy within?: Intellectuals, violence, and the “postmodern Condition”. In Global Academe: Engaging Intellectual Discourse, edited by S. Nagy-

Zekmi & K. Holli, pp.99-120. New York: Palgrave.  
• Tabata, I.B. 1979. Education for Barbarism. London: Unity Movement of South Africa. 
• Wa Thiong’o, N. 1986. Decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African culture. London: J. Currey. 
• Yu, Anna., Meshcheryakova, Natalyia., & Chudinova, A.I. 2015. The Political Role of Intellectuals. SHS Web of Conferences 28, 01147. https://1.151/shsconf/20162891147
• Zeleza, P.T. 2004. Neo-Liberalism and Academic Freedom. In African universities in the twenty-first century, Volume 1 Liberalisation and Internationalisation, edited by P.T. 

Zeleza & A.  Olukoshi, pp. 42-67. Pretoria: Unisa Press. 
17

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00565-8
https://thisisafrica.me/politics-and-society/5-strategies-de-westernising-globalisation-ali-mazrui/
https://1.0.0.151/shsconf/20162891147


Thank You

18


