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OBITUARY
Ali A. Mazrui (1933-2014)

The famous African political scientist died at the age of 81 in the
United States where he taught politics for the last 40 years. He was
laid to rest in the 900-year old family cemetery in Mombasa, Kenya,
the town where he was also born. A Muslim of Afro-Arab descent,
born into a Swahili and Arabic bilingual environment, Mazrui instead
of Al-Azhar went on to study at Manchester, Columbia and Oxford
where he acquired a perfect proficiency in English and matchless
erudition on politics, history and society, on Africa, the Arab world,
Islam and the world at large. He was perhaps the most important
scholar who brought Africa into the world context. Mazrui coined
the term Afrabia, denoting the intertwined nature of Africa with the
Arab world. Mazrui served at the faculties of the Makerere University
(1966-1973), University of Michigan (1974-1989) and then until his
death he was an Albert Schweitzer Professor of Political Science at
the Binghamton University. Even though he opposed Rodney’s radi-
cal theories, upon his formal retirement, he accepted the first Walter
Rodney professorship at Georgetown, Guyana. Concurrently he held
faculty appointments at Jos, Ithaca and Nairobi. He was known as an
excellent teacher and lecturer. Viera Pawlikova-Vilhanova worked for
ayear as his assistant at Makerere and she remembers him as a vivid,
warm personality accessible to the younger adepts of African studies.

Mazrui’s arguably most important contribution was on the role of
culture in politics. His book Cultural Forces in World Politics (1990)
had to be published in England because the Westview Press in the



U.S. wanted to purge three chapters from the book: Rushdie’s Satanic
Verses as cultural treason, comparison of Palestinian intifada with the
Tiananmen rebellion, and finally comparing South African apartheid
homelands with the Zionist doctrine of separate states for Jews and
Arabs. Mazrui was close to Amilcar Cabral in appreciating the role of
culture in politics but otherwise he championed a liberal approach
against the tour de force of most Marxists. In contrast to the latter he
divided the world history into the three imperatives: god, gold and
glory: “the pre-capitalist world upheld a universe of the supremacy
of God. The capitalist phase manifested the supremacy of gold. In the
post-capitalist world which is governed by the supremacy of glory, the
main issue is whether that glory is sectional or planetary, chauvinist or
humane” (1990: 29). In Mazrui’s conception god, gold and glory have
been as important in cultural expansion as the modern revolutionary
slogan “liberté, égalité, fraternité.”

He argued that the biggest contributors to world culture are the Sem-
ites (Jews and Arabs) and the Europeans. While the former tried to
change the world through religion, thus introducing the theocratic ap-
proach to cultural universalism, the latter strived to change the world
through science and technology, which is the technocratic approach.

Early in his career Mazrui criticised monarchic and militaristic ten-
dencies in independent Africa. He branded Kwame Nkrumah as a
Leninist tzar. But Mazrui was also an ardent Pan-Africanist and there
he appreciated Nkrumah highly. He was one of the initiators of the
First Pan-African Congress on Reparations, held in Abujain 1993. He
also admired Julius Nyerere for his honest even though unsuccessful
reach towards the Tanzanian village. He was a strong critic of social-
ism as unsuitable for Africa but did not hesitate to call Karl Marx ,,the
last of the great Jewish prophets®. That was said in his very successful
television series ,, The Africans“ but only in the British version while
in the American version the phrase was purged.

Mazrui was an excellent commentator and he was a respected public
figure. Although he never sacrificed scientific quality of his work, he
was able to popularise science skillfully and eloquently. I have been
present at two of Mazrui’s lectures and was surprised by the ease with
which he managed to explain even the most complicated political co-
nundrums. Best of all, perhaps, he was able to present the qualities of



his thinking when explaining Islam and its relationship to modernity
and the West. While being a strong oponent of Islamist radicalism and
terrorism, he saw in Islam political and moral precepts which could
not only be acceptable for the West but used as examples of tolerance
and cooperation between political cultures. Mazrui was a relentless
critic of western cultural imperialism in Africa and the Muslim world.
Throughout his long career he published more than 30 books and
dozens of articles in major journals. His penetrating mind which did
not shy away from controversy will be missed especially among those
Africanists who cherish scholarship that freely moved in different
cultures but did not hesitate to be critical when cultural bias would
limit reason. One commentator saw in him a truly global African who
managed to make Africa visible in the world of ideas, by portraying
the continent correctly. I think this best characterises him.

Petr Skalnik
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