
Finland  
and  

National Liberation  
in  

Southern Africa 

by 

Iina Soiri & Pekka Peltola 

 

 

 

 

 

Nordiska Afrikainstitutet 1999 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Indexing terms: 
Foreign relations 
National liberation movements 
Student movements 
ANC 
SWAPO 
Finland 
Namibia 
South Africa 

 
 
 
 
Cover: Adriaan Honcoop 
Language checking: Christine Mann-Löfblom and Elaine Almén 
 
© Iina Soiri, Pekka Peltola and Nordiska Afrikainstitutet 1999 
 
ISBN 91-7106-431-1 
 
Printed in Sweden by Elanders Gotab, Stockholm 1999 



Contents 

Preface ........................................................................ 5 
 
1.  Introduction .......................................................... 7 
1.1.  Aims of the study ..................................................... 7 
1.2. Finland up until the 1960s ............................................ 7 
1.3. Basic principles in Finnish foreign policy ........................... 11 
1.4. The role of the civil society .......................................... 15 
1.5. Sources ............................................................... 17 
 
2.  The civil society grows and goes international .................... 18 
2.1.  The early birds ....................................................... 18 
2.1.1.  The Committee of 100................................................ 19 
2.1.2.  Finnish Students’ UN Association................................... 23 
2.1.3.  The South Africa Committee ........................................ 25 
2.2.  Students’ changing international approach ......................... 30 
2.2.1.  National Union of Students and Students’  

International Assistance ............................................. 30 
2.2.2.  Tricont................................................................ 32 
2.3.  The first campaign of solidarity with the liberation movement: Opera-

tion Day’s Work, Taksvärkki.......................................... 34 
2.4.  Travelling solidarity ................................................. 43 
2.4.1.  The establishment of the Africa Committee ......................... 43 
2.5.  The “Students and the African Liberation Movement” Conference 48 
2.6.  The visit of Amílcar Cabral .......................................... 50 
2.7.  Political parties’ international dimension ........................... 53 
 
3.  Proclaiming the gospel or politics?................................. 55 
3.1.  The Finnish Lutheran Mission in Ovamboland ..................... 55 
3.2.  Taking a stand against racial segregation ........................... 60 
3.3..  Missionaries face problems in Namibia ............................. 61 
3.4.  Finnchurchaid........................................................ 64 
 
4.  Finland’s foreign policy—do not disturb!.......................... 67 
4.1.  Finland formulating its position in the world after 1945............ 69 
4.2.  A medical doctor, not a judge ....................................... 71 
4.3.  The policy change in the UN after 1966 ............................. 74 
4.4.  The foreign policy debate in Finland ................................ 76 
4.5.  Support from the official ranks ...................................... 79 
4.5.1.  Finland’s development aid becomes established.................... 79 
4.5.2.  Children’s parties allow communication with the top .............. 82 
4.6. The ‘rebel’ civil servants ............................................ 84 
4.7.  Finland as a member of the UN Security Council ................... 68 
4.8.  Outside influence intensifies......................................... 87 
4.8.1.  The OAU visit to Finland in 1971.................................... 87 
4.8.2.  Liberation movements approach the Finnish Government ......... 90 
4.9.  Winds of change from the field...................................... 93 



 

4.9.1.  Chargé d’affaires to Pretoria dismissed ............................. 93 
4.9.2.  Active Finnish community in Dar es Salaam........................ 95 
4.10.  NGO letter to the Foreign Ministry.................................. 97 
4.11. Foreign political justifications behind the policy change ........... 99 
 
5.  Finland supporting liberation struggles .......................... 103 
5.1.  The decision of principle in 1973 ................................... 103 
5.2.  The independence of the Portuguese colonies ..................... 104 
5.3.  NGO aid increases .................................................. 108 
5.4.  Finland’s Namibia policy in the UN becomes more active ........ 110 
5.5.  The Namibia scholarship programme .............................. 113 
5.6.  Other cooperation with SWAPO ................................... 118 
5.7.  Trade unions join in................................................. 120 
5.8.  Nordic cooperation ................................................. 122 
5.9.  Finnish nationals at the service of Namibia  

in multinational forums............................................. 123 
5.10.  SWAPO’s internal crisis in 1976 .................................... 125 
5.11.  SWAPO and Finland towards independence ...................... 128 
5.12.  Zimbabwe/Rhodesia and Finland ................................. 134 
 
6.  South Africa, ANC and the boycott question ..................... 137 
6.1.  Joint Nordic programme of action.................................. 138 
6.2.  Support for ANC and other anti-apartheid organisations ......... 139 
6.3.  Pressure for sanctions and the trade ban law ...................... 144 
6.4.  Towards a democratic South Africa ................................ 153 
 
7.  Conclusion.......................................................... 155 
List of Abbreviations ....................................................... 159 
Sources and Bibliography .................................................. 171 
Appendix 1: Finland’s direct support to Namibia and SWAPO ........... 177 
Appendix 2: Humanitarian assistance to ANC and other  

anti-apartheid organisations in South Africa...................... 178 
Appendix 3: Currency conversion table.................................... 179 
Appendix 4: Persons interviewed .......................................... 180 
Appendix 5: Interviews..................................................... 181 
 Martti Ahtisaari ............................................... 181 
 Mikko Juva .................................................... 189 
 Janet Mondlane ............................................... 198 
 Nickey Iyambo ................................................ 206 
 



Preface 

Much has been written on the impact of East-West competition and involve-
ment in Southern Africa. The role of the Nordic countries in shaping recent his-
tory in this region has, however, not aroused similar interest—despite the very 
large contributions made to it both materially and politically by Denmark, Fin-
land, Norway and Sweden. This engagement was not in vain: liberation move-
ments supported by Nordic countries now hold governmental power in their 
countries. 

Finland has figured amongst those nations that supported liberation move-
ments of Southern Africa, because of her role in the Namibian independence 
process, her contribution to the UN funds for Southern African refugees and 
victims of apartheid, and—at the end—her direct support to liberation move-
ments, as well as her clearly stated stance against apartheid and colonialism. 
The part played by Finland and other Nordic countries has, however, scarcely 
been documented and analysed so far. The end of the era of colonialism and 
apartheid in Southern Africa now opens up an opportunity to study the subject 
from different perspectives.  

This study is part of a common Nordic research project which documents 
and analyses the role of the Nordic societies in the struggle against colonialism 
and apartheid in Southern Africa. This particular study presents Finland’s role.  

The study is based on extensive archival research as well as interviews in 
Finland and in the Southern African countries concerned (Angola, Mozam-
bique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe). Exceptionally, this project has 
been granted access to the archives of the Foreign Ministry and its department 
of development cooperation (formerly known as FINNIDA). For this reason, 
the study has been able to utilise material which has never before been accessi-
ble.  

The authors are also fortunate to have succeeded in interviewing many of 
the key persons in this process. We are very grateful to all of them, and we trust 
that we have used their contributions in an appropriate manner. Our sincere 
hope is that we have not caused undue offence to any person or cause. This is 
our interpretation of the processes in Finland and consequently we take full 
responsibility. In any case, we want to emphasise that all those who have been 
committed to the struggle against colonialism and apartheid deserve our sin-
cerest appreciation. Particular thanks are due to the President of the Republic of 
Finland, Mr Martti Ahtisaari, who generously gave of his time and efforts for 
this study.  

This study has been financed from different sources. Special thanks go to the 
Foreign Ministry of Finland, which, in addition to financial assistance, provided 
an office and communication facilities for the study. We are also grateful to the 
University of Lapland and the University of Helsinki for providing employ-
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ment for Iina Soiri as a postgraduate student in order that she could concentrate 
on research work. The Nordic Africa Institute assisted with travelling expenses 
to make it possible to also conduct interviews and archival research in Southern 
Africa.  

Finally, we also wish to express our gratitude to all the archival personnel—
especially in the Foreign Ministry’s Research Service and at the People’s Ar-
chives—who, with their professionalism and true interest were able to dig into 
an endless amount of material to find relevant documents. Without them, we 
would have been completely lost in the information jungle. Furthermore, we 
are grateful to Ms Pirjo Virtaintorppa, who transcribed the interviews that we 
conducted. 

The study is written for an international audience and may therefore include 
some elements and information which are in fact common knowledge to Fin-
nish readers. Conversely, being written by two Finns, it might have taken some-
thing for granted without clarification, and we apologise for that, too. Thinking 
of our audience, we have conducted the interviews in English, with the excep-
tion of the one with Mr Risto Kuisma. The language checking of the interviews 
was kept to an absolute minimum, so as not to harm their authenticity.  

The archival research was done by Iina Soiri, who also wrote the first drafts 
of the manuscript, with Pekka Peltola in a supervisory role. Subsequent writing 
has been done collectively and both authors are equally responsible for the text. 
In this connection, we are especially indebted to Raimo Lintonen’s detailed 
criticism and comments.   

Helsinki, 4 May, 1998 
Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri  

 



Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1. Aims of the study 

Africa is very far from Finland. It becomes even more distant when we place 
ourselves in the reality of Finland in the 1960s. In order to understand the na-
ture of the interaction between Africa and Finland, we must clarify some of the 
basic conditions and political processes in our own country.  

This study covers a period when the cold war dominated international poli-
tics. Finland’s freedom of movement was influenced and restricted in many 
ways, not least by the proximity of one of the two major power centres of the 
world: the Soviet Union. The dynamics of this relationship, which had an im-
pact in Finland’s policy towards Southern Africa, must be discussed in this 
connection, too.  

Another relationship, at least of equal importance, is Finland’s traditional 
and cultural closeness to Sweden, Norway and Denmark. This is also an impor-
tant connection with the West. It was through this connection that Southern 
Africa rose to the political agenda in Finland, whenever political and economic 
circumstances allowed it, in the 1960s.    

This is a study on how and why Finland supported the Southern African 
liberation struggle in various ways. The core question is why Finland, together 
with the other Nordic countries, came to play such an important role—as will 
be shown later—in legitimising the liberation movements, in looking for solu-
tions to the colonial situation and, finally, in channelling financial and material 
aid to the movements directly as well as to the victims of colonialism and apart-
heid via multilateral channels. We are looking at the roles played by successive 
Finnish governments, established organisations of the civil society such as 
churches and trade unions, and more ad hoc and loose non-governmental or-
ganisations and groups. The objectives of these actors were partly different and 
did conflict. We have tried to describe and analyse this conflict by simplifying it 
into two approaches: “realist” and “idealist”.   

The liberation struggle, in this study, is defined as the popular uprising 
against colonialism, minority regimes and racism that intensified in Southern 
African countries from the beginning of the 1960s. We concentrate on those 
Southern African countries where people formed national liberation move-
ments which, as their major strategy, took up arms against the colonial masters 
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of the day. Those countries are Mozambique, Angola and Guinea-Bissau1 (Por-
tuguese colonies), Rhodesia/Zimbabwe (a British colony), South Africa and 
South West Africa/Namibia (controlled by a South African minority regime). 
The struggle to abolish racial segregation practised by the South African apart-
heid regime is also included in this study. In each of the countries, nationalist 
liberation movements2 were established, which, due to repression at home, had 
to look for support beyond their own territories. The liberation movements 
brought their struggle to the knowledge of the international community, and 
the struggle against the last remnants of colonialism as well as apartheid soon 
became an internationally recognised issue, especially in the context of the 
United Nations. This study also tries to touch on the regional context of the 
struggle, that is, how the other Southern African countries—such as Tanzania 
and Zambia—had an impact on the regional political setting.  

1.2. Finland up until the 1960s 

Finland has been an independent country for only 80 years. It achieved its inde-
pendence in 1917, after centuries of foreign rule. After first being a province of 
the Swedish Kingdom, Finland’s territory was occupied by Russia in the war 
between these two countries in 1809. Finland became an autonomous province 
of the Great Russian Empire. It was linguistically and culturally different from 
Russia, and towards the end of the century this fact contributed to growing na-
tionalist tendencies. Finland was an agrarian country, and the industrial revo-
lution that was developing elsewhere in Europe had not yet started on a larger 
scale. The country’s independence was achieved during a period when Russia 
was undergoing a socialist revolution. There was a conflict between strongly 
anti-communist bourgeois political forces and a relatively strong labour move-
ment. After a civil war between these forces—“Whites” and “Reds”—Finland 
became a Western-style republic, but the polarisation of Finnish society per-
sisted for decades. Until the Second World War, the organisational freedom of 
the labour movement was limited, and this left traits which persisted well after 
that. Growing fears in connection with the powerful and socialist Soviet Union, 

                                                
1. A Portuguese colony in Western Africa. Although not geographically situated in 
Southern Africa, the struggle in Guinea-Bissau became an important factor in mobilising 
support against the Portuguese colonial system and popularising the African liberation 
movements.  
2. The following movements were the key organisations: ANC (African National Con-
gress, South Africa), FNLA (Frente Nacional de Libertação de Angola, Angolan National 
Liberation Front), FRELIMO (Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, Liberation Front of Mo-
zambique), MPLA (Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola, Angolan Popular Liber-
ation Movement), PAC (Pan-African Congress of South Africa), PAIGC (Partido Africano 
de Independência da Guine e Cabo Verde, African Party of Guine and Cabo Verde), SWANU 
(South West African National Union), SWAPO (South West African People’s Organisa-
tion), UNITA (União National para a Independência Total de Angola, Union for a Total Inde-
pendence of Angola), ZANU (Zimbabwe National Union) and ZAPU (Zimbabwe Peo-
ple’s Union). There were others, too, but they did not get substantial support. 
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especially among the right-wing groups, brought Finland closer to Germany, to 
which it has culturally and politically been rather near. Germany had also sup-
ported the bourgeois side militarily in the civil war. There was, however, a 
powerful Social Democratic Party as well as a Communist Party in Finland, and 
these organised the increasing numbers of the working class, a product of the 
rapidly advancing industrial development. Fear of the Soviet Union, coupled 
with the sentiments towards Germany, resulted in Finland allying itself with 

Nazi Germany during the Second World War.  
This alliance almost became fatal to Finland’s survival as an independent 

country. Finland not only lost the war, but also had to give up large areas of its 
territory to the Soviet Union. Nearly half a million people ended up as internal 
refugees. War-torn Finland had to look for ways to recover from the damage. 
Furthermore, it was obliged to pay the war reparations demanded from it by 
the victorious powers. As a result, Finland recognised her geopolitical realities 
and started to pursue a policy of good neighbourly relations. The Treaty of 
Friendship, Cooperation and  Assistance between Finland and the Soviet Union 
(YYA) was made in 1948. The relations between the two countries were charac-
terised as peaceful coexistence. Finland maintained a liberal democracy and 
mixed economy, and benefited from this, but also became initially more de-
pendent on its economic relations with the Soviet Union. The demand for in-
dustrial goods from the huge Soviet market, supplied mainly in return for oil 
and raw materials brought a welcome boost to the rapidly growing Finnish 
economy and helped to build a basis for a diversified and more self-reliant 
economy later on.  

If we think of post-war Finland from the 1940s onward, the country and its 
people had very limited international contacts. The still suspicious Soviet Union 
did not allow Finland to receive Marshall aid or to join the United Nations. 
Nordic cooperation was, however, possible, as was membership in the IMF and 
World Bank. Being a relatively poor country after the war, Finland was still in 
the 1950s at the receiving end of international development efforts like World 
Bank loans, UNICEF programmes etc. Its geographical position meant not only 
that it had a powerful neighbour, which was busy building its socialist camp 
around Finland; but also that Finland was far away from the European powers, 
not to mention other continents like Africa. Having been a colony itself until 
1917, Finland has not had colonial ambitions; and it has not been a maritime 
nation like Norway, for example. Direct links with Africa were few. Finland did 
not necessarily come into political contact with many international questions 
before she became a member of the UN in 1955. 

An attentive public gained its experience of other countries and nations 
mainly through emigration to Sweden and to the United States, a phenomenon 
which had already started in the 19th century.3 Tourism, mass media and inter-

                                                
3. Although the great majority of the emigrants made their way to North America, South 
Africa was also one destination. However, as the emigration was very modest at the 
turn of the century (approximately 1000 Finns—depending on the method of calcula-
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national trade had not yet reached the scope that they have today, and daily 
contacts with the outside world were not that common. After the First World 
War, and especially during the Great Depression in the 1930s, Finnish paper 
companies had started to look for markets in Africa. This trade—mainly with 
South Africa—increased after the Second World War, but it never became a sig-
nificant factor.  

There were, however, exceptions. The labour movement in Finland had 
close international connections almost from the start, albeit mainly with indus-
trial countries. The Red Cross was well organised in Finland early in the 20th 
century. For this study it is of particular importance that the Lutheran Church 
of Finland, the country’s main religious institution, to which about 90 per cent 
of the population belongs, had started its missionary activities in the remote 
area called Ovamboland—or Ambomaa as it was known in Finnish—in 1870. 
That activity, which was extended over the years, became familiar to many Fin-
nish citizens through fund-raising and information activities. Many congrega-
tions made donations in kind, and elderly citizens in particular used to take 
part in those collections. In the schools, Ambomaa was a standard example of a 
colony or an “uncivilised, backward” country, to which the missionaries had 
been sent to preach the gospel and bring the light of God and civilisation to the 
heathen. The Finnish Missionary Society (FMS) acted under the regime of the 
day, with its acceptance, but kept at a distance from the political matters of the 
colony. It was not until the 1960s that Ambomaa became a foreign policy issue 
in Finland,4 because of the organising of people’s resistance which was growing 
rapidly in the area. All in all, the missionary activities have had an important 
socialising effect in Finnish society, an effect which will be further described in 
the course of this study. 

It was only in the 1960s that Finland started to open its windows to the 
world at large. The Anglo-Saxon world began to replace Finland’s formerly 
German-dominated contacts in culture, science and education. The new gene-
ration, which was not carrying the memories of the Winter War5 in its collective 
memory, was freer to adopt new ideas of internationalism, cooperation and 
solidarity, which were starting to circulate in the world community. In general, 
the world became smaller, and mass media were reaching more distant corners 
of the world. The birth of that new political generation in Finland was made 
                                                                                                                   
tion—in 1815–1914) and also temporary, it did not contribute a lot to Finns’ knowledge 
of the African continent. See Kuparinen, 1991. 
4. In the early 1920s, however, a group of individuals proposed that Finland should take 
Ovamboland under its protection, i.e. as a colony. A representative of the Foreign Min-
istry took a negative attitude toward the request of that small delegation, and the matter 
was buried. One has to bear in mind, though, that this system of forming a delegation to 
demand action from the government is commonly used in connection with all kinds of 
matters in a democratic country like Finland. A delegation to approach an authority 
does not in itself indicate that the issue in question is of high priority in Finnish society. 
5. Finland’s solitary war against Russia, which took place in the winter months of 1939–
40. It was followed by another, called the Continuation War, when Finland allied with 
Germany in trying to reoccupy the territories lost in the Winter War.  
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possible by the rapid economic development, migration to towns, and the Fin-
nish Government’s commitment to opening up formerly elitist institutions such 
as high schools and universities to lower social strata. In 1966, the leftist politi-
cal parties had gained a majority in Parliament, thus boosting the building of a 
society which has become known collectively as the Nordic welfare state. 

1.3. Basic principles in Finnish foreign policy 

The traditional concept of foreign policy refers to the activities of a state which 
are directed outside its territory, toward other countries or toward international 
organisations. In short, it means governments’ actions in the international sys-
tem. It consists of various diplomatic, military, and economic activities, agree-
ments, statements, plans and thoughts.6 Traditionally, foreign policy is prac-
tised by states or their governments, and relies on different premises than do-
mestic policy. In many cases it is, however, very difficult to make a clear dis-
tinction between foreign and domestic policy. Especially in Finland, the dis-
tinction between the two is often described as a ‘line drawn in the water’, be-
cause they are interlinked political sectors.7 

In this study, we are interested in the contribution of internal social forces to 
foreign policy. The different social actors like NGOs, churches and political 
groups also practise international activities and create their own international 
relations. This shapes the country’s position in the international arena. They, 
too, are likely to have a say in the official foreign policy decision-making proc-
ess through different channels, and not without a certain friction. In the case of 
Finland, we adopt the idea that domestic and foreign policy are heavily inter-
linked. For the purpose of clarity, when we talk about the foreign policy prac-
tised solely by the Finnish state (diplomacy, state visits etc. ), it is called official 
foreign policy. This does not, however, entail the assumption that the decisions 
on these activities have been made in isolation from the social forces active in 
the country.  

Initially, the Finnish Government’s policy towards the national liberation 
struggle was a side issue and thus not a problem. Later on, in the early 1970s, it 
became a difficult question internally as well as internationally, because the 
struggle against colonialism represented conflicting interests of East and West, 
becoming part of the ideological competition between communism and capital-
ism. When Finland became a member of United Nations in 1955, international 
constraints to her policy were relaxed. In keeping with the situation, Finland 
adopted a policy of non-interference in issues where the interests of major pow-
ers may have conflicted. Another policy line was non-use of force in inter-
national matters. This doctrine also emphasised the desire of Finland to take 
into account the legitimate security interests of the Soviet Union. Finland had 
good and important relations with the colonial powers of the day and with the 
                                                
6. Forsberg, 1993:11. 
7. Ibid., p. 12. 
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Soviet Union, and did not want to interfere with any country’s internal affairs. 
Yet the Finns held a basic sentiment in favour of civil rights. This—in time—
supported the growth of public opinion in favour of liberation from racism and 
colonialism. 

In order to understand Finland’s position, one must go deeper into the coun-
try’s foreign policy thinking. Finland wanted to retain her independence and 
traditional societal order, trying to limit the potentially negative impact of inter-
national conflicts and interference in her internal affairs by her great neighbour. 
The special position of the Soviet Union was instituted by the Pact of Friend-
ship, Cooperation and Mutual Assistance (YYA), concluded in April 1948 be-
tween the two countries. 

Commonly known as the ‘Paasikivi-Kekkonen line’8 after the Second World 
War, Finland’s foreign policy was described as a policy of neutrality. This pol-
icy doctrine was formed after the Second World War by agreeing that relations 
with the Soviet Union would be handled on a bilateral basis. The Finnish brand 
of neutrality was of a particular kind, diverging from the classical model of 
Switzerland. It was a policy, not based on legal instruments, of building rela-
tions of trust with members of rival blocs. It was also a cautious and bridge-
building model of neutrality. Finland’s neutrality was constrained when de-
fined in a traditional legal or political manner. But for Finland, active partici-
pation in economic and political East-West cooperation was a means toward 
strengthening her position. Initially, the Finnish doctrine entailed a rather pas-
sive, even isolationist trait, which implied a desire to keep a distance to risky 
conflicts and—indeed—the Soviet Union. An important interest was also to 
maintain Finland’s traditional relations with the West.  

Initially, the first years of independence—when the so-called “White side” 
gained a victory over the “Reds” in the civil war fought immediately after the 
independence declaration—left the country polarised according to political and 
class divisions. As a result of the “White” victory, the constitution accorded a 
powerful role to the president. Thus, the president is the constitutional leader as 
regards foreign policy and until Finland joined the European Union the gov-
ernment had a secondary role. Moreover, unlike in many other Western democ-
racies, the role of the parliament in foreign policy decision-making has re-
mained modest. In foreign policy, the decision-making rests with the president, 
who is also the supreme commander of the Finnish army. There is, however, 
variation in the presidential uses of prerogatives. Some presidents have wanted 
and needed more support from the government than others.  

The role of the president has naturally varied during Finland’s history, ac-
cording to the president in question. Traditionally, in the spirit of Realpolitik9—

                                                
8. Named after those two presidents of Finland, Juho Kusti Paasikivi (1948–1955) and 
Urho Kaleva Kekkonen (1956–1981), who created the foundations of Finnish foreign pol-
icy after the Second World War.  
9. A decision-making tradition which advocates the idea of centralisation in foreign pol-
icy decision-making on the grounds of efficiency in diplomacy. 
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political realism—the foreign policy administration has also possessed a high 
degree of authority in the decision-making process. There has been reliance on 
decision-making whose main purpose is to maintain the national sovereignty. 
The Foreign Ministry’s authority has been strengthened by the centralised bu-
reaucracy. Foreign policy officials have been chosen from among those most 
trusted by the president and the government of the day. After the Second 
World War, Finland’s foreign policy became a subject of extreme concern due to 
its importance to the neighbour who was the other party in the Cold War. The 
foreign policy was considered so important for the nation that daily domestic 
policies were not allowed to have a direct influence on it. This placed it as much 
behind closed doors as it ever has been. The maintenance of a consistent foreign 
policy line demanded abstention from critical discussion.  

In 1956, Dr Urho Kekkonen was elected President of Finland. His strong per-
sonality, growing public support and working methods kept the foreign policy 
decision-making strictly under his control. After his illness, 26 years later in 
1982, a new president was chosen from the Social Democratic party, Dr Mauno 
Koivisto. Despite his very different style compared with his predecessor, Dr 
Koivisto continued along the lines drawn by those preceding him. He was 
committed to the line determined by President Kekkonen, although the rapidly 
changing international situation had a major impact on Finland’s foreign policy 
thinking and reality. Economic alignment with Western Europe was accelerated 
when the country joined OECD and EFTA as a full member. Major changes 
were made when the Soviet Union began to disintegrate in the late 1980s. The 
peace treaty ending the Second World War for Finland’s part was unilaterally 
limited, the YYA-pact was redrawn, and the process towards the European Un-
ion began.  

The time frame of this study falls mainly within the years of the foreign pol-
icy practised by President Kekkonen, who led Finland between 1956–1981. A 
great deal of research is presently being done on those years in order to reveal 
the real processes and developments in Finland’s relationships with the Soviet 
Union, and in the President’s real intentions, activities and motivations. In fact, 
the very foundation of Finnish foreign policy is currently under active reas-
sessment. The findings of those studies cannot yet, however, be fully utilised by 
this study.  

The foreign policy during the years under study can be divided according to 
the following periods: first, the period of confirmation of Finland’s neutrality, 
after she had joined the UN in 1955 and also the Nordic Council in the same 
year. The Porkkala military base near Helsinki, occupied by the Soviet Union 
since the war, was also returned to Finland. During this period, in 1961, Dr 
Kekkonen made a significant speech in the UN, where he presented Finland as 
being rather a medical doctor than a judge, emphasising Finland’s neutrality 
and commitment to negotiated settlements of international disputes. Second, a 
period of active neutrality started in the mid-1960s, when the warming-up pe-
riod in international relations allowed a small neutral country to play a more 
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active role in making international initiatives in the UN, in the German ques-
tion and the CSCE10 in the early 1970s.  

This period of active foreign policy coincided with the time when African 
questions gained more attention in the international community. The wave of 
independence of African states brought dozens of new actors to the inter-
national scene, especially to the UN. After the CSCE conference, Finland felt 
more secure in pursuing the policy of active neutrality, looking for ways to 
carry out a foreign policy which was more independent of the shadow of the 
Soviet Union, as the situation between the superpowers allowed. 

What is important to note is that during the years of the events analysed in 
this study, there was a general consensus on the main foreign policy principles 
of Finland, which was shared both by the policy-makers and the general public. 
That was mainly due to President Kekkonen, who powerfully pursued accep-
tance for his foreign policy line from all sectors of the society. This support was 
given.  

During the 1950s and the early 1960s there was some debate about the policy 
line, but it was strictly limited to small leftist or ultra-rightist periodicals.11 The 
main newspapers and magazines avoided this debate, often actually discourag-
ing it. Support for research on foreign policy or its alternatives was mainly re-
served for those scholars expected to support the existing doctrine. One can 
speak of some kind of internal censorship, which in some aspects grew stricter 
during the 1970s. Those who wanted to argue for a policy change were ignored 
or accused of rocking the boat. It was thus made to appear as if the policy con-
sensus was shared by practically everybody. The ‘Paasikivi-Kekkonen’ line al-
ways formed the basic starting-point for any decision-making in matters con-
cerning both external and internal affairs of the country. The policy implica-
tions concerning cooperation with the Soviet Union were not shared by every-
body, but the necessity of agreeing with the basic assumption (that is, the geo-
political reality) was shared quite widely. This resulted in public consensus. On 
the sidelines of publicity there was, however, continuing interplay between the 
sympathetic approach (upheld by the greater part of the leftist groupings) and 
the critical approach supported by independent leftist groups not fond of the 

                                                
10. The Conference for Security and Co-operation in Europe, the final communiqué of 
which was signed in Helsinki by most of the industrialised world leaders, including the 
presidents of the USA and the Soviet Union, in 1975  
11. Social democratically oriented discussion was published in magazines like Ulkopoli-
tiikka (Foreign Policy), Ydin, some student papers, in the Huutomerkki series of pocket 
books, and occasionally also in the party paper Suomen Sosialidemokraatti. The journals 
Tilanne and Aikalainen represented more leftist thinking. Serious efforts to influence Fin-
nish policy towards the Soviet Union, like Kaksiteräinen miekka (Two-edged Sword) by 
Jaakko Blomberg and Pertti Joenniemi, published in 1972, met with official silence. On 
the far right, Kauko Kare edited the Nootti magazine, which specialised in criticising the 
Soviet Union and President Kekkonen. He also published a number of books on the sub-
ject. Kare was kept completely out of the limelight, apart from the fact that some of his 
books sold very well.     
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Soviet model of socialism and its superpower attitudes.12 The greater part of 
the right wing did not really participate in this discussion, having doubts of 
their own. The attitude of right-wing Centre party politicians was commonly 
described as ‘friendship with the Soviet Union with one’s fist in one’s pocket’.  

Another common saying was that ‘foreign policy is a matter too difficult for 
the common man to understand and decide about’. The president, the govern-
ment and the foreign ministry had held a certain authority in the eyes of the 
general public. This affected even the most critical groups in the society. The 
officials in the Foreign Ministry, who traditionally came from the wealthy, pre-
dominantly conservative stratum, had a strong prerogative to act, because only 
they were expected to know about the issues. The centralised state administra-
tion in Finland has further concentrated the decision-making and excluded the 
general public from knowing the real intentions and justifications of certain 
policies.  

As we see now, with the perspective of time, the relationship with the Soviet 
Union has been a kind of a paradox in Finland’s foreign policy. Although Soviet 
influence was not something which could be brought to an end, to minimise 
this influence had been a major aim of Finland’s foreign policy throughout the 
years. 

In addition to the relationship with the Soviet Union, Nordic cooperation 
has always played a role in Finnish foreign policy. The five Nordic countries, 
with their national particularities, have pursued similar kinds of policies during 
recent decades and formed a commonly identifiable group. Due to its neutrality 
during the Second World War and its consequent uninterrupted industrial and 
social development, Sweden has in many cases assumed a leading role in the 
Nordic group. As a former regional power, Sweden has always played a special 
role in relationship to Finland, her former province. They share the same idea of 
a mixed economy, as well as a strong commitment to the welfare state. For Fin-
land she has been a role model, a competitor or just a good neighbour, depend-
ing on the issue at stake. 

However, in foreign policy decision-making, it has always been the case that 
Finland’s policy has relied on different foundations than Sweden’s, especially in 
security policy. Sweden has been the most able to act in international questions, 
due to her more traditional brand of neutrality. Norway and Denmark have 
been restricted by their allies, and Finland had its special relationship with the 
Soviet Union. This has not prevented all these countries from co-operating in 
other areas. The common Nordic framework has also proved to be useful in 
pursuing policies which need more weight behind them, e.g. in the larger inter-
national forums like the UN. In the particular question under study, that of lib-

                                                
12. These included Sadankomitea (the Committee of 100) which conducted a non-
aligned campaign against nuclear and other weapons. But among them were also 
emerging Maoist groups, which later lost membership and support to Stalinist political 
organisations.  
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eration movements, the Nordic cooperation and exchange of views proved to 
be very important.  

1.4. The role of the civil society 

Keeping this in mind, the study will argue that Finnish involvement in the Afri-
can liberation struggle was not only a question of the relationship between Fin-
land and Africa. It was an issue which had to be evaluated in the light of the 
general foreign political framework of Finland. The fact that from the 1970s Fin-
land became one of the main supporters of the liberation cause was a result of 
particular developments, as well as certain changes in the international com-
munity, which allowed the decision-makers to support the liberation move-
ments under the newly formulated line of active neutral foreign policy. Support-
ing the liberation movements and taking a stand for their cause definitely de-
manded this new formulation. Despite being a relatively small part of Finland’s 
foreign relations, it became an important issue in her foreign policy decision-
making with consequences beyond its original magnitude.  

The liberation struggle was brought onto the Finnish foreign policy agenda 
by forces outside the traditional foreign political setting. Popular movements 
born in the 1960s drew attention to the African situation and demanded that 
their governments support the poor and oppressed people under colonial rule. 
The youth and student movements adopted ideas of common solidarity and 
anti-colonialism. This happened in Finland, too, where the growing NGO sector 
made the liberation struggle known and mobilised substantial support.  

Attention to global affairs coincided with important changes in Finnish soci-
ety, when the leftist forces gained a greater share of the political power. Their 
questions concerning foreign policy principles emerged on the scene, with the 
young and predominantly leftist activists arguing for a more idealistic foreign 
policy to replace the narrow realist line. The East-West conflict was, however, 
reflected in the Finnish social movements. A relatively non-aligned student and 
youth movement was party-politicised throughout by the 1970s. International 
questions were promoted from the ideological points of view that were also 
entering domestic policy. The conservative fortresses of the society, the church 
above all, had to reconsider their international policy. In the end, parts of two 
generations—divided by the Second World War—found each other, surpris-
ingly, on the same side defending the rights of the oppressed in Africa.  

This study will show that there developed a special alliance never seen be-
fore in Finnish society, which was able to mobilise a cross-section of the public 
behind its main ideas regarding Southern Africa and liberation movements. 
Although individual groups and movements were important in their respective 
contexts in popularising and mobilising for the liberation struggle, the crucial 
strength of this cause in the strictly divided world of the 1970s and 1980s de-
pended on the fact that the alliance gathered forces from all walks of life in Fin-
nish society. This alliance—which consisted of groups from right to left, people 
from all generations, political and unpolitical, educated and working class peo-
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ple—was a reality that the foreign policy decision-makers could not leave unno-
ticed. The official foreign policy, which originally tended to ignore and even 
oppose the liberation movements, changed direction. Therefore, the commit-
ment that Finland made towards the liberation struggle was a result of impor-
tant changes in Finland’s foreign policy thinking.  

1.5. Sources 

The potential research material for this study is very extensive. The time frame 
covers more than three decades. Dozens of organisations, groups and institu-
tions have been involved, as well as hundreds of individuals. Thus, this is not a 
comprehensive study on ‘everything’ in connection with Finland and the libera-
tion movements. This report aims to cover the most important processes and 
episodes and to identify the main causes and consequences. 

This study is based on comprehensive archive research complemented by in-
terviews with 28 persons13 who have been closely connected with the liberation 
struggle in one way or another. We are most grateful to have been able to use 
the archives of Finland’s Foreign Ministry. An exceptional research permit has 
allowed us to study the documents right up to the present. In addition, we have 
used the People’s Archives, where most of the important NGO collections are 
situated (Tricont, Africa Committee, South Africa Committee, EELAK). The 
Finnish Missionary Society’s Archives in the National Archives, as well as the 
Secondary Students’ School Union’s Archives (STL) in the same location, have 
been studied. A list of the archive material made available for this study—
including many personal collections—is included in the last section (Sources). 

                                                
13. See Appendix 3. 



Chapter 2 

The Civil Society Grows and Goes  
International  

2.1. The early birds 

The first Finnish societal activities focusing on the Southern African countries 
occurred in the 1960s, when growing radicalism appeared among the Finnish 
youth. Many of the NGOs and informal groupings were set up on the pattern of 
examples from abroad. 

Reflecting their family backgrounds, students represented liberal or conser-
vative tendencies in their activities. Democratisation of education brought pres-
sures against traditionally authoritarian and conservative university structures 
and the bourgeois hegemony in the flow of information.14 First, these pressures 
led to the setting up of the student press at the beginning of the 1960s. Ylioppi-
laslehti (The Student Paper) of Helsinki got a new editor-in-chief Arvo Salo15, 
and a cultural and political discussion began on its pages the likes of which had 
never been seen there before. Ylioppilaslehti was joined by its Swedish lan-
guage counterpart Studentbladet. Soon the discussion included Finland’s rela-
tionship with the outside world and criticism and demands concerning Fin-
land’s position in the international community. Swedish speaking students16 
were first in setting up a short-lived independent peace movement. Kampanjen 
för nukleär nedrustning (Campaign against Nuclear Weapons) was founded in 
January 1963. It published a book written by Johan von Bonsdorff, Claes Feiring 
and Pär Stenbäck17, auguring a new era in Finnish student politics.  

                                                
14. Educational possibilities increased in Finland with the introduction of the unitary 
comprehensive school system at the end of the 1960s which replaced the former two-tier 
primary and secondary schools. More young people were also admitted to study at ter-
tiary institutions after completing the matriculation examination. In 1960 there were 
25,042 students studying at universities and other tertiary institutions (including univer-
sities of technology) out of Finland’s population of  4.4 million. By 1974 the number of 
students had increased to 66,690 (out of the total Finnish population of 4.6 million). 
Suomen tilastollinen vuosikirja (Finland’s statistical yearbook), 1973 and 1974.  
15. A writer, later a Social Democratic MP and a Minister of Culture.  
16. Erik Pakarinen, Lars D. Eriksson, Carl Arne Hartman, Henrik Westman.  
17. Front mot kärnvapen (Front against Nuclear Weapons), 1963. 
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2.1.1. The Committee of 10018 

Soon after both student papers began their new line of approach, another stu-
dent peace organisation was founded on 6 August 1963 in Helsinki. It was 
called the Committee of 100, to correspond to the direct action peace movement 
in Britain, which was supported by Bertrand Russell. In fact, the Finnish version 
was more like the British Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, CND, with some 
moderation and leaning towards peace research and other means to enhance 
credibility. The Finnish Committee of 100 never restricted itself to opposing 
nuclear weapons, which Finland did not have and did not imagine that it 
would get, but engaged itself straightaway in Third World questions. The logic 
was that injustice anywhere is a threat to world peace.  

Led by leftist students,19 the Committee soon spread to all the university 
towns. In its heyday 1964–70, it had only a couple of thousand members in Hel-
sinki and a few hundred more in other (university) towns, but its influence on 
its generation was significant.20 One must bear in mind, that in spite of the in-
creasing number of university students, they were still a minority amongst the 
Finnish youth. And the majority of the students were, after all, comfortable 
with their conservative views. Moreover, in spite of some efforts, this move-
ment could never establish links with working-class people and trade unions, 
only with their political parties. The closest organisation to the Committee of 
100 was the Finnish Students’ United Nations Association (UNSA), actually 
established at a meeting originally called to establish the former. Many of the 
activists served both organisations at the same time, or alternated in leading 
positions.  

The atmosphere during the early 1960s in Finland can be described as one 
that broke the ice of a long intellectually stagnant period. After the election of 
Urho Kekkonen to the presidency of the Republic in 1956, the political hege-
mony began slowly to shift from conservative, partly far-right forces. These 
forces, however, still dominated political, scientific and cultural discussion in 
the press, on radio and television, and in publications. An example of the pre-

                                                
18. The following account and analysis is based on the reminiscences and archives of Dr 
Pekka Peltola, who served as the first secretary of the Committee of 100, and later on in 
the 1960s as its chairman and the editor of Ydin. He now serves the Ministry of Labour. 
A history of the Committee of 100 has been written by Kristiina Hallman: Tottelisinko? 
Vaasa 1983.  
19. Persons involved included Kalevi and Helena Suomela, Pekka and Kati Peltola, Ilkka 
and Vappu Taipale, Pentti Halme, Jaakko Blomberg, Erkki Tuomioja, I.-C. Björklund, 
Otso Appelqvist, Pentti Järvinen, Johan von Bonsdorff, Marja Kurenniemi, Johannes 
Pakaslahti and Paavo Lipponen, to mention just a few. 
20. Almost all the persons mentioned have later served as MPs (Kati Peltola, Ilkka Tai-
pale, Erkki Tuomioja, I.-C. Björklund, Paavo Lipponen, who is now the Prime Minister 
of Finland), civil servants (Vappu Taipale former minister, now Director General of a 
central social institution STAKES; Jaakko Blomberg ,Under Secretary of State leading the 
political department of the Foreign Ministry; Pakaslahti, former Secretary General of the 
World Peace Council, now researcher for the European Commission); and in other influ-
ential positions.  
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vailing information culture is the story of the press conference of a represen-
tative of the National Liberation Front of Vietnam, Nguyen van Dong, in Hel-
sinki at the end of October 1965. Despite having sent reporters to the occasion, 
the main Finnish newspapers did not report Dong’s visit or his message, which 
was that the ‘viet cong’ did not insist on the departure of US-troops from Viet-
nam as a precondition to negotiations to end the conflict. “We are not inter-
ested”, commented e.g. Helsingin Sanomat, when asked. Through a radio inter-
view, done by Paavo Lipponen, the news spread, however, around the world 
through Stockholms-Tidningen, The Guardian and the press in continental 
Europe. Still, the Finnish press kept up their silence, commenting the news only 
through their correspondents abroad and headlining it: “the newsworthiness of 
Dong’s statement is refuted by Washington”. 21 

Students opposed all this censorship. It was against the interests of their 
families as well as their own. 

Despite its radical demands (unilateral disarmament, for one), the Commit-
tee of 100 was never far from the holders of political power. Non-aligned, qual-
ity-conscious analysis and some moderation in action paved the way to con-
tacts. The obvious sympathy shown by President Kekkonen—who desperately 
needed popular support for his foreign policy—certainly helped, too.   

The activists and their periodical Ydin (Nucleus), the mouthpiece of the 
Committee of 100, probably constituted the strongest progressive influence in 
the minds of students during the years 1963-1968. Established by Ilkka Taipale 
in 1966, the periodical started to write about Southern Africa from its very first 
issue onwards. It also started to publish series of analyses produced by the 
Committee of 100. In 1967, development aid was discussed, and the policies of 
successive Finnish governments criticised.  

Finland has taken part in international development aid for about six years. Our 
input, however, is still infinitesimally small both absolutely (FIM 13.4 million) and 
relatively (0.04 per cent of GNP). Most worrying is, however, that the leaders of 
foreign policies seem not to have any insight on why we take part in development 
work. They also lack any vision about developing countries, not to speak of having 
a plan for action. Fundamentally, the problem of developing countries is both polit-
ical and economic.22 

In the statement, a more active policy on Vietnam and against White power in 
Southern Africa was demanded. A volunteer workers’ programme for develop-
ing countries was proposed; the Peace Corps of the USA and the Swedish Vol-
unteer Services were mentioned as examples. It was demanded that volunteer 

                                                
21. Pekka Peltola: Mitä meille kerrotaan (What we are told). Ylioppilaslehti, 5 November 
1965.  
22. “Kehitysmaat ja kehitysapu/Sadankomitean puheenvuoro” (Developing Countries and 
Development Aid/Standpoint of the Committee of 100), by Ilkka Taipale et al. Ydin 
4/1967. 
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service in the developing countries should be created as an alternative to the 
compulsory military service. 23  

At the time, solidarity with poor countries was not a popular theme. Not 
even many young people were in favour of it in 1967–68. According to a poll, 
among 15–40 year olds 23 per cent were in favour of increasing Finland’s min-
uscule development aid effort, 32 per cent did not know and 45 per cent were 
against. There was no difference between right and left.24 

In 1965, the campaign to stop the war in Vietnam was initiated by the Com-
mittee of 100. The first demonstration on 16 March 1965, with the moderate slo-
gan “USA to the negotiation table !” only drew 130 placard bearers to the US 
embassy. There were more police around.  

The intellectual nature of the movement is evident. One of the most dis-
cussed and influential actions at the time was the publication of another col-
lective article by the Committee of 100, discussing liberation wars.25 It pro-
duced a wave of comments in the media. A teach-in type discussion at the Old 
Student House drew an audience of a thousand in the hall designed for 500. 
The idea of the article was to give all-out support to national liberation strug-
gles; and to differentiate between the methods available to people in develop-
ing countries for struggling against oppression and those in, for instance, Fin-
land who desire to support them.  

Although we see that in some developing countries violence is often the only alter-
native to the continuation of oppression, we are faced with the same options. Our 
task is to support the social and political goals of national liberation struggles: free-
dom of the people, development of democratic institutions and economic progress. 
We are most effective by not furthering violence but non-violent means of strug-
gle.26  

The statement called all NGOs, first of all, to engage in information activities in 
their own countries, thus creating a public opinion which understood the social 
and political nature of the situation in the developing countries, and their inter-
national connections.  

After having won over the enlightened support of the public, we can expect the po-
litical parties and the state to become interested in development questions and to 
act accordingly.27  

                                                
23. Finland started a volunteer programme at the end of the 1960s but it only survived a 
few years. A new volunteer programme was started by Kepa (Service Centre for Devel-
opment Cooperation), financed one hundred per cent by Finnida in the mid-1980s. It is 
presently undergoing reassessment. 
24. Eino Hosia: “Maailma vuonna 2000” (The World in the Year 2000). Ydin 4/1968. 
25. “Kansalliset vapaussodat/Sadankomitean puheenvuoro”. (National Liberation Wars/ 
Standpoint of the Committee of 100), by Pekka Peltola and Kalevi Suomela. Ydin 7/1967. 
26. Ibid. 
27. Ibid. 
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The emphasis was on education and other humanitarian assistance, demanding 
an immediate government programme to support the NGOs’ involvement in 
development aid.   

The statement warned about the probability that an armed struggle would 
create a model for behaviour after the liberation. Any war itself not only pro-
duces a great deal of suffering, but a victory through violence leaves a tendency 
for violence to remain an everyday tool for new governments, disturbing de-
mocratic developments. 

Later, in another more concrete article, the development aid budget of the 
government for the year 1970 was discussed by a young student Paavo Lippo-
nen.28 He compared the allocations to development aid by Sweden and Fin-
land, and noticed the millions of crowns Sweden gave to FNL of Vietnam, 
PAIGC, ZANU, ZAPU and the Mozambique Institute, and the probability of 
support to ANC and MPLA. Finland gave little to the victims of apartheid, and 
only 62,900 FIM to the UN Fund for Namibia. Having shown the discrepancy, 
Lipponen demanded a programme for supporting liberation movements in Af-
rica. 

No policy of neutrality can prevent Finland [from giving aid], because this is a 
question of following the consistent anti-colonial line adopted by the United Na-
tions. Portugal, South Africa and Rhodesia have systematically said no to all com-
promises and to the help of the UN. A political solution can only be achieved by 
strengthening African liberation movements in order to create enough pressure on 
those intransigent governments. In regard to the future of these countries, it is also 
necessary that after independence and the abolishing of apartheid, they are able to 
take care of their own affairs. Liberation movements represent wide movements 
among the people. Future political life can be organised on that basis. The alterna-
tive is powerlessness of the people and chaos.29  

The discussion on Finland’s foreign policy continued in other forums through-
out the years at the turn of the decade. As we will see later, the credo of the 
Committee of 100’s statement was to become the essence of Finland’s develop-
ment aid policies, especially in relation to liberation movements, albeit that 
parts of it only became reality much later. Volunteer service to Africa only 
started for real in the 1980s. The same can be said of Lipponen’s analysis. From 
the perspective of the 1990s, even the warning against militarism after libera-
tion has been shown to be quite realistic, when thinking of Vietnam, among 
others. 

In its heyday, the Committee of 100 was thus only partly a pacifist organisa-
tion, but also consciously a political movement that could unite students from 
the left to the liberals. This was possible, because of the non-aligned credo of 
the movement, which criticised the security policies both of East and West. This 
was cemented as a result of an internal struggle between ultra-leftist (later Sta-
linist) and more moderate views in 1969–70. In a rapidly escalating ideological 
                                                
28. Paavo Lipponen: “Ulkopolitiikan kukoistus ja koetus” (The Flourishing and Testing of 
Foreign Policy). Ydin 5/1970.  
29. Ibid. 



 The Civil Society Grows and Goes International 23 

conflict between East and West, Finnish NGOs took sides, mostly Soviet, the 
Committee of 100 being an exception.  

That was something neither the Soviets nor the Americans ever forgave. 
Neither did those political forces in Finland most closely allied to the two su-
perpowers, the Conservatives and the Stalinist minority fraction of the Com-
munist Party. Consequently, the Committee of 100 was never invited to join any 
of the innumerable peace delegations to the Soviet Union, nor approached by 
any other means. Americans made contact in order to get information, espe-
cially during the early Vietnam war period, but were apparently frustrated in 
their efforts to gain influence. The Soviet Union operated through the Finnish 
branch of the World Peace Council, the Finnish Peace Committee, with which 
the Committee of 100 could not establish effective cooperation, exactly because 
of WPC’s unquestioning support of Soviet policies. In the African questions, 
too, differences were experienced, as we will see later.  

The leaders of the Committee of 100 wrote the first Finnish articles and 
books which discussed development aid and apartheid, and also organised the 
first demonstrations against the Vietnam war. The same people took initiatives 
to establish other social movements like Women’s Liberation (Society 9, by Kati 
Peltola), Homeless Alcoholics (November Movement, by Ilkka Taipale), and Third 
World (Tricont, by Johan von Bonsdorff). The activities of Tricont will be pre-
sented later in this chapter. The 1960s were a productive era, when various 
“one-issue movements”, as they were known in accordance with their deliber-
ately limited scope of interest, were started and run. Later on, the demonstra-
tions against the Vietnam war grew, children’s day care centres freed women to 
take full-time jobs, and social security covered ever larger sectors of society. The 
Third World and its liberation appeared on the agenda, too. 

2.1.2. Finnish Students’ United Nations Association (UNSA) 

Suomen Opiskelijoiden YK-liike (UNSA as an English acronym) was established in 
the spring of 1963 mainly by social democratic students,30 for supporting the 
United Nations and for activating Finland’s policy in the world organisation. 
The idea came straight from Sweden. From the very beginning, UNSA took up 
the problem of apartheid and organised well-attended meetings to find ways of 
opposing it. UNSA popularised the UN policy and reflected the points of view 
of the Southern world in Finland. It may be said that UNSA brought the North-
South global conflict to Finnish attention. UNSA kept abreast of Finnish UN 
policy and monitored the country’s commitment to UN declarations and deci-
sions. The special campaigns of the UN were celebrated. The working style of 
UNSA was during its first years rather factual and reformist, and relied on us-

                                                
30. Pekka Autti, J.v. Bonsdorff, Jorma Kalela, Jaakko Kalela, Paavo Lipponen, Klaus 
Mäkelä and Pekka Korvenheimo, the first chairman. Other activists were Lauri Hanni-
kainen, Aira Kalela, Ilkka Ristimäki, Juha Kuusi, Mai Palmberg and Pentti Halme.  
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ing established paths of influence.31 In this it differed from its more popular 
sister organisation, the Committee of 100, which was more idealist and radical 
in its activities.     

In 1965 UNSA had spread to several towns and formed a national union. 
Under its chairman Paavo Lipponen and general secretary Jaakko Kalela,32 
UNSA began to really pressurise the government into adopting a more active 
policy against apartheid. Osmo Apunen, Pekka Autti and Kari Möttölä wrote in 
favour of the Third World in general.33 An important argument was the fact 
that Finland’s reserved policy in the UN diverged from that of other Nordic 
countries. This was the message that UNSA delivered to foreign minister Ahti 
Karjalainen in December 1965. The following year, UNSA was the breeding 
ground for an initiative called New Foreign Policy. In essence, the New Foreign 
Policy demanded a more active foreign policy not only against apartheid but 
also for peace, conflict resolution and disarmament. It was widely discussed in 
the student press, and some inroads to the wider public were opened. A large 
teach-in on New Foreign Policy took place at the University of Helsinki, and a 
radio programme on it reached a wide audience. Apparently this publicity went 
too far, however. Paavo Lipponen comments: “Kekkonen saw the discussion as a 
threat. It went to the area of the YYA pact.”34  

During 1967 and 1968 UNSA became more and more radical. It began to 
participate in demonstrations, for instance against the war in Vietnam. In Octo-
ber 1968, UNSA organised a march to Parliament under the slogan: ‘Support to 
liberation movements of Southern Africa’. Under the leadership of Nils 
Torvalds and Liisa Manninen,35 the society took the step from supporting na-
tional liberation movements toward a more general anti-imperialist policy line.  

In 1969 the new chairman Börje Mattsson and vice-chairman Mikko Lohi-
koski were elected to lead the organisation. For them it was especially impor-
tant that UNSA had financial means, being supported by the Ministry of Educa-
tion.  

We had this UN Student Association. And that one was a real student organisation, 
which worked among the students and had a very established position among the 
students in Finland. It was very accepted because in these first days and first 
months the only one that had any money was the UN Student Organisation, be-
cause we got money directly from the Ministry of Education. And that was the first 

                                                
31. The account of UNSA is largely based on Hurskainen, 1988.  
32. Jaakko Kalela has served presidents Kekkonen and Koivisto as a foreign policy ad-
viser. He is now the general secretary at the office of president Martti Ahtisaari. His 
brother Jorma is now a professor of political history. Klaus Mäkelä is a well-known soci-
ologist, Pekka Korvenheimo an ambassador. Johan von Bonsdorff, like Mai Palmberg, is 
a writer. Osmo Apunen is a professor of international politics.  
33. Pekka Autti & Osmo Apunen, 1965. Interestingly, the publisher was Suomen Teinili-
itto (Finland’s Teen Union, STL).  
34. Hurskainen, ibid., interview with Paavo Lipponen, 30.3.1988. 
35. Both are now TV journalists working for the Finnish Broadcasting Company, Liisa 
Liimatainen (Manninen) based in Italy and Nils Torvalds in Moscow.  
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student body that took really radical standpoints and that was a nation-wide or-
ganisation. We had groups at least in all university towns.36  

But Mattsson and Lohikoski led the organisation into an impasse. In a seminar 
in November 1969 the Finnish Students’ United Nations Association accepted a 
proclamation stating ‘The United Nations does not represent the world’s people 
and there is no reason to have faith in it’. Having thus turned against its own 
premises, the organisation began to fade away, having already lost half of its 
2,000 members in 1969.  

2.1.3. The South Africa Committee 
The first NGO concentrating fully on the Southern African question was one of 
the new ‘one-issue movements’, namely the South Africa Committee. Because it 
was the first one with this purpose, even though small, quite a number of pages 
will be devoted to it here. 

In Spring 1965, some students and representatives of various youth and stu-
dents’ organisations came together to discuss forming a special committee to 
deal with the questions concerning South Africa. It was decided that a South 
Africa Committee would be established on 29 April 1965. Although the Com-
mittee survived only three years, it set up a basis for other organisations to come.  

The Committee was formed following the examples of other countries, 
where there were already organised activities against South Africa and apart-
heid—among others, the big British Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAM). It 
aimed at bringing together those opinions which the youth in the country had 
formed on the question of South Africa. 

In the process of forming the Committee, there were two competing ideas, 
mainly whether to form a South Africa Committee or an anti-apartheid move-
ment. In the first year of the Committee’s existence the discussion was still cen-
tring around this question. In any case, the committee decided in the first place 
to concentrate geographically on the Republic of South Africa, because there the 
violations of human rights were most severe.37  

The Committee took the form of an alliance, which was joined by several al-
ready existing political and non-political youth and student organisations. In-
dividuals were also allowed to join as members. The committee was politically 
very representative, because it drew members from the whole political spec-
trum. The chairman was a well-known journalist, Erkki Hatakka,38 the secre-

                                                
36. Interview with Börje Mattsson, 29.2.1996. 
37. Report of the South Africa Committee, date unknown. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
38. He worked on current affairs programmes of the Finnish Broadcasting Company, 
later becoming a head of department. He is also an active Social Democratic politician at 
municipal level.  
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tary a young student, Kati Peltola.39 The Committee first decided to concentrate 
on information and aid work. Boycott questions were also on the agenda.40 

The Committee’s first encounter with the authorities involved in Finnish 
foreign policy happened when it applied for registration to the Ministry of Jus-
tice, which keeps the register of associations in Finland. The Ministry of Justice 
referred the matter to the Foreign Ministry, because it was unclear whether the 
Committee’s constitution was in accordance with Finnish foreign policy. After a 
consultation with the Ministry, it recommended that the Committee reformu-
late some of its aims, namely those which favoured resorting to actions to 
weaken the apartheid regime in South Africa. Otherwise, there was a danger 
that the Committee might violate the principle of non-interference. Finland had, 
after all, recognised the South African government and could not allow its citi-
zens to violate diplomatic relations.41 Ironically, the violation of diplomatic re-
lations was the very intention of the Committee. It is unclear whether there was 
a reformulation, and if so, what kind; but in any case the Committee could con-
tinue its activities according to its original objectives. 

In its report on information work, the preparatory group suggested among 
other things that materials and films etc. should be ordered from ANC. But 
ANC was not the primary reference group. A more important partner, at least 
in the beginning, seems to have been IDAF, the International Defence and Aid 
Fund—based in Great Britain—as well as Nordic anti-apartheid organisations. 
Accordingly, the Committee was humanitarian in its approach. It was mainly 
concerned about the victims of apartheid, their legal aid, and support to their 
families, which were precisely the tasks IDAF was fulfilling.42 

International contacts provided more information and a power base for the 
Committee’s activities. Its representatives Pär Stenbäck43 and Niilo Wälläri 
(chairperson and a powerful figure in the Seamen’s Union) participated in the 
South West Africa Conference on 1 April 1966. The Committee also received 
guests from South Africa and IDAF.  

It also relied on the idea of a consumer boycott. It decided to contact whole-
sale dealers as well as the trade union movement concerning the boycott ques-
tion. According to the Committee’s report, the trade union movement in Fin-

                                                
39. An activist who later became an MP for the leftist Finnish People’s Democratic 
League, a city councillor and the head of social services for the city of Helsinki.  
40. Report of the preparatory group 21.4.1965. People’s Archives. 
41. Letter 12/3676 K 1965 from the Foreign Ministry to the Registration Office in the 
Ministry of Justice, 1.12.1965. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
42. Report on activities 1965–66. South Africa Committee. People’s Archives. 
43. His humanitarian activities continued when he joined the Red Cross, first as the Sec-
retary General of the Finnish Red Cross in 1985–88, whereafter he served the Interna-
tional Federation of the Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in 1988–1992, before re-
turning to the Finnish Red Cross of which he is currently the President. He was the 
Chairman of the Swedish People´s Party and also an MP during 1970–1985, the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs in 1980–81 and later Minister of Education. 
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land was very sympathetic to the boycott idea.44 Especially the Seamen’s Un-
ion, which had already started its unilateral boycott action against South Afri-
can shipments in 1963, co-operated closely with the Committee. Its chairperson, 
Niilo Wälläri, took the initiative to establish a separate boycott body among the 
individual trade unions. The Boycott Committee was established in spring 1966, 
after which the South Africa Committee decided to concentrate on information, 
lobbying and fund-raising work.  

The Committee organised several meetings and events where South African 
issues were discussed, often together with representatives from South Africa or 
South West Africa/Namibia. For example, the SWAPO representative Nickey 
Iyambo (who had studied in Finland since 1964) and SWAPO’s information 
secretary Andreas Shipanga gave a lecture on the situation in South West Af-
rica/Namibia. The biggest event was organised at the end of 1966, when a spe-
cial Anti-apartheid Week was held, with eight different activities. 

In 1966, the advocacy work became more important. The Finnish Govern-
ment had already voted in favour of many UN Resolutions to condemn apart-
heid. The Security Council had terminated the South African mandate in Na-
mibia in 1966. In line with the criticism of the time carried on by the active dis-
cussants of foreign policy (e.g. in Ydin and Ylioppilaslehti), the South Africa 
Committee used those international agreements as a basis for pressuring the 
Finnish Government into practising a more active foreign policy in regard to 
the South African question. At its annual meeting in May 1966 the Committee 
decided to send a petition to the newly formed Finnish Government urging it to 
adopt a more active policy toward South Africa. The petition called on the Fin-
nish Government, together with the other Nordic countries, to promote the 
cause more actively in the UN as well as to support the legal defence and fami-
lies of those who were accused under the apartheid laws. In addition, the Gov-
ernment was urged to organise scholarships for the young people from South 
West Africa.45 

This petition was soon followed by another letter which, in addition, called 
on the Finnish Government to decrease its trade with South Africa.46 The letter 
was a result of a meeting with the SWAPO representatives Nickey Iyambo, An-
dreas Shipanga and Emil Appolus. The representatives of the Committee also 
organised a meeting with interested parliamentarians to raise more interest to-
ward the Southern African question.  

The South Africa Committee had also initially planned to start supporting 
the South African and Namibian peoples’ organisations financially. The Com-
mittee was approached by the SWANU representatives in Stockholm request-
ing financial support for their participation in the UN General Assembly’s Spe-
cial Session on South West Africa in 1966. The Committee promised to donate 
                                                
44. Report of the South Africa Committee, date unknown. People’s Archives. 
45. Statement of the Annual Meeting of the South Africa Committee 27.5.1966. People’s 
Archives. 
46. Press release by the South Africa Committee 18.8.1966. People’s Archives. 
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1000 FIM. In order to raise the money, the Committee invited all the Finnish 
political parties to give donations for that purpose. This first-ever fund raising 
campaign was not a great success. Only the Communist Party (SKP), the De-
mocratic League (SKDL) and the Swedish People’s Party (RKP) contributed, the 
rest had to be collected from individuals.47  

This did not, however, discourage the Committee, which in autumn 1967 
opened a special ‘Solidarity Account’ to raise funds for the national liberation 
movements. The main recipient was SWAPO, but it was planned that 
FRELIMO would also get funds at later stage. SWAPO was supported because 
it had an immediate need of funds to defend the 37 accused, led by Herman 
Toivo ya Toivo, who were arrested on charges of terrorism. SWAPO’s armed 
struggle had begun the previous year. An important reason for choosing 
SWAPO as a recipient was the fact that Finland had a student from SWAPO, 
Nickey Iyambo, who was an active promoter of his cause. 

In its annual report of 1967–68, the Committee could happily note that the 
Finnish Government had for the first time reserved funds in the budget to sup-
port the UN Funds for victims of apartheid. The Government had also, on its 
own initiative, criticised the illegal trial of South West African citizens in Preto-
ria. The Committee’s cooperation with the liberation movements had increased 
during the year, when ANC representatives Joe Matthews and Robert Resha led 
a public discussion evening organised by the Committee.48 In that connection, 
for the first time, ANC also applied for financial assistance from the Finnish 
Government. The Foreign Ministry did not react to the application in any 
way.49 

The Committee reorganised its work by establishing a separate national 
branch of IDAF in Finland. The creation of this brought together many promi-
nent members of society from the older generation, such as Prof. Kustaa 
Wilkuna, Mr Niilo Hämäläinen (the president of the Central Union of the Fin-
nish Trade Unions, SAK), Rev. Juhani Simojoki, Prof. Mikko Juva (chairperson 
of the Finnish Missionary Society), Ms Hilkka Pietilä (UN Association) and Mr 
Jörn Donner (a well-known cultural figure).50 It was a clear sign that the South 
African apartheid question was attracting wider concern and was no longer 
purely an object of youth interest.  

The work of the Boycott Committee, on the other hand, did not proceed after 
the death of its founder, Niilo Wälläri. The Solidarity Account had received do-
nations to a total value of 1250 FIM, which was sent to SWAPO in Dar es Sa-
laam.  

                                                
47. Annual Report 1966. South Africa Committee. People’s Archives. 
48. Annual Report 1967–68. South Africa Committee. People’s Archives. 
49. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
50. Donner has been a politician and parliamentarian in several parties, and is now a 
social democratic Member of the European Parliament. 
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Despite the South Africa Committee’s achievements, some weaknesses in 
organisation and overworking on the part of some Committee activists started 
to take its toll. From the beginning, the Committee had suffered from the fact 
that all its activists were representatives of other active organisations, who 
could not fully concentrate on the Committee’s work. The Committee was con-
tinuously aware of this and several times urged its member organisations to 
resolve the matter, which reflected the still rather narrow basis of this kind of 
activism in Finland. In spring 1968, the Committee attempted to organise a spe-
cial meeting to change its constitution.51 But as a final sign of the loss of interest 
and change of priorities in the member organisations, that special meeting 
never took place. The Committee’s work died a natural death. As a result, the 
newly started IDAF never really got off the ground before the late 1980s, when 
it was re-established by some newer anti-apartheid activists. 

To sum up, the South Africa Committee was the first attempt to form an or-
ganisation concentrating particularly on questions concerning South (and 
Southern) Africa, including apartheid and colonialism in the area. Its short but 
intense history shows that there was a need for it. And its death did not mean 
that those questions were no longer of interest in Finland. Similar activities 
were continued in other forums. 

The Committee’s death and the birth of others was merely a sign of the 
times. During the 1960s, Finnish society saw a rise in activism never experi-
enced before. While this had not yet spread very widely, the same few persons 
were active in various issues. Solidarity and peace were on the agenda of many 
groups and organisations.  

In the history of these movements, the year 1968 was crucial. Culminating in 
the spectacular occupation of the Old Student House, a new era began.52 Party 
politics took over the hearts of students and new divisions emerged, especially 
within the Left. Briefly Maoist, but soon Stalinist ideologies were to overrun 
universities and cultural societies in the early 1970s. These were linked with the 
Soviet-supported minority faction of the Finnish Communist Party, but the in-
fluence of these ideologies was also strongly felt within Social Democratic 
youth organisations, and even in the young political Centre. Internationally, the 
occupation of Czechoslovakia in that same year divided the youth and solidar-
ity movement into those who condemned the occupation (e.g. the Committee of 
100) and those who supported the Soviet Union’s policy (e.g. the Finnish Peace 
Committee).  

Movements concentrating on one issue fell into the background as the much 
more popular radical political movements stepped in. But these hardly lasted a 
decade. In the latter half of the 1970s students began to turn green. The 1980s 
were already the decade of the Greens. Now, lively discussion on social ques-
tions was carried on throughout society, also in the mainstream media, and in-
                                                
51. Letter from the board of the South Africa Committee to the member organisations, 
2.3.1968. People’s Archives. 
52. See e.g. Bonsdorff (1986), where the event is more profoundly described. 
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cluded the question of who ultimately decides about Finland’s foreign policy 
and, more fundamentally, on what grounds. The activity against apartheid and 
on behalf of the national liberation continued within the new organisational 
frameworks.  

2.2. Students’ changing international approach 

2.2.1. National Union of Students (SYL) and Students’ International Assistance 
(YKA) 

Historically, students in Finland have been well organised in their own educa-
tional institutions. Membership of a local students’ union has been obligatory 
for them by statute, and the unions have a varying capacity for organising so-
cio-economic benefits (housing, cheap meals, health care etc.) for their mem-
bers, as well as political activities. The biggest and wealthiest of the students’ 
unions is Helsinki University Students’ Union, HYY, which has often played a 
leading role in introducing the political ideas of the time. 53 

Since the 1940s, the students of the tertiary educational institutions in Fin-
land had organised themselves in the individual students’ unions, under the 
common umbrella of the National Union of Students (SYL). The Union had al-
ways been very international in its approach, international cooperation being 
one of the very reasons for its establishment. Many of the individual student 
unions (with the exception of HYY) did not have resources to practise interna-
tional activities and thus delegated them to SYL. SYL participated in the forma-
tion of the International Union of Students (IUS) after the Second World War. 
The aims of the IUS included action for peace, democracy and anti-fascism, but 
it could be considered a Soviet front organisation. Thus, the Cold War brought 
division into student circles, too. The IUS belonged to the Socialist camp, and 
the Western Unions established another short-lived international organisation 
called the International Students’ Conference (ISC). Soon SYL resigned from 
both organisations.  

Thereafter, at the end of the 1960s, SYL was actively looking for other ways 
of international cooperation. Nordic cooperation was one channel. Joint meet-
ings were held, and areas of interest identified. Another international activity 
was to take part in the scholarship programmes for students from the develop-
ing countries. SYL also developed its bilateral relations with the foreign student 
organisations. Visiting delegations were received, e.g. from South West Africa 
and Zimbabwe in 1969. In the bilateral negotiations, humanitarian and solidar-
ity questions were discussed and statements drawn up.54  

In the framework of SYL, but as an independent organisation, the Finnish 
students had formed a branch of the World University Service (WUS) called 

                                                
53. For a more detailed history of the Finnish students’ organisations see Laura Kolbe’s 
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54. See the history of SYL in Sundbäck, 1991:91–93. 
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Students’ International Assistance (YKA) in 1961. Its main activity was to pro-
vide scholarships to students from the poorer countries. Voluntary contri-
butions were collected from the students for development cooperation. For his-
torical reasons, YKA was formed as a separate body alongside SYL, individual 
student organisations and some other smaller student associations. YKA had, 
for a time, its office in the same premises as SYL. Its activities were transferred 
to SYL in 1968, because it was at that time actually run mainly by SYL activists. 
So YKA, too, was short-lived but had a marked effect on Finnish support to the 
liberation movements as well as development cooperation as a whole. Activists 
and later development aid officials such as Jaakko Iloniemi, Martti Ahtisaari, 
and Kari Karanko55 started their international career in YKA.  

It was YKA that received Nickey Iyambo from South West Africa/ Namibia 
as a scholarship student. This first representative of the Southern African na-
tional liberation movements to reside in Finland was an active member of 
SWAPO, and he came to the country in autumn 1964. 

My reason for going to Finland was actually to study. That was reason number one. 
Two, I also had a responsibility given to me by SWAPO of Namibia to mobilise and 
inform the people in the Nordic countries in general and Finland in particular 
about life in Namibia, particularly the political life when it comes to the position of 
the black majority in this country.56 

Nickey Iyambo’s role in preparing the ground for Finnish attitudes towards 
liberation movements and especially SWAPO cannot be overestimated. But Mr 
Iyambo did much more than that: he was instrumental in starting many con-
crete programmes and projects on behalf of Namibia and SWAPO, as well as 
bringing more organisations to join the solidarity front for the liberation strug-
gle. He took first a Master of Political Science degree in three years, and thereaf-
ter became a Doctor of Medicine. He also turned around many Finns’ attitudes 
concerning Africans and served as an example for inviting other students to the 
country.  

For Nickey Iyambo, a natural way to start the mobilisation work was among 
the students. Furthermore, the 1960s proved a specially active decade among 
Finnish youth, and many were willing to take an active part in the foreign activ-
ities formerly considered the work of diplomats only. Finland’s relationship 
with South West Africa/Namibia already existed thanks to missionary work, 
but Nickey Iyambo was the first to spread the message of SWAPO. His arrival 
in Finland also signalled a change in the policy of SYL, which wanted to gear its 
international activity more toward solidarity and political involvement. 

The new generation of students became active in matters concerning solidar-
ity and international affairs. During the 1960s, the international work of SYL 
increased considerably. Organisations concentrating particularly on questions 
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of solidarity with areas outside Europe were established, such as the South Af-
rica Committee. The next step was Tricont, an organisation to disseminate in-
formation about Third World countries, in 1968. 

2.2.2. Tricont 

A special association called Tricont (= Tricontinental) discussing colonialism 
and the national liberation movements in territories outside Europe had been 
established in 1968. It grew from the study group of the Committee of 100 and 
was organised into an independent association because of the huge interest that 
the questions generated within the Committee. In the backgrounds of its activ-
ists one could see the influence of Swedish discussion as represented for in-
stance in the writings of Häften för kritiska studier and Kommentar. Tricont coop-
erated with the other organisations interested in the same matters, but concen-
trated mainly on publishing and information work. Many of the classic Finnish 
publications concerning the national liberation movements and the struggle 
against colonialism were initiated by Tricont.57 Tricont was more an intellectual 
organisation than a popular mass-based movement for practical solidarity 
work. With the benefit of hindsight we may say that it was crucial in preparing 
public opinion on the support campaigns to come. 

Tricont was also an important breeding ground for development studies, 
which began to attract more, albeit quite modest, interest among the students. 
Dependency theory, theories of underdevelopment, Andre Gunder Frank, 
Franz Fanon, and other new directions in Third World studies gave new under-
standing of the structural problems in the developing countries. Another or-
ganisation, called Intercont, was established among students of geography, and 
study groups were set up. By the early 1970s, development studies had been 
introduced to the University of Helsinki, with the help of some established aca-
demics. Persons who had acquired theoretical education in development stud-
ies abroad and practical experience in developing countries joined in. The Insti-
tute of Development Studies at the University of Helsinki, established in 1969, 
grew on that foundation, hosting many radicals from the 1960s.  

Activists in Tricont operated inside SYL as well. SYL’s own development 
policy had until then consisted mainly of giving support to students from de-
veloping countries. In 1969 the old so-called ‘deacon approach’ (i.e. relief aid 
with no political aims attached or structural changes demanded) was reformed 
and SYL approved a new programme of development policy, which pursued a 
more politically active policy toward colonialism and the national liberation 
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struggle. This so-called Riistoraportti (‘Oppression Report’) was for a long time 
considered to be the first Finnish presentation of modern thinking on develop-
ment cooperation.58 

In 1969, SYL took a decision to establish a system of collecting voluntary do-
nations from its donors. ‘Vapaaehtoinen Kehitysyhteistyömaksu’ (‘the Voluntary 
Development Cooperation fee’) modelled on YKA’s fee, formed a basis for 
SYL’s development cooperation. Lobbying, fund-raising and material assistance 
were defined as main activities in its development cooperation. Many events 
were organised together with other like-minded organisations.59 

The standpoints of the different political youth and student organisations 
were, of course, reflected in the framework of SYL. The Students’ Union board 
members are elected annually, and different groupings can nominate their can-
didates. The youth organisations of the different political parties in Finland 
have played a varying role in the process down the years. During the 1960s, the 
student movement was not necessarily attached to any political party as such, 
but it was a movement inspired by international ideas urging more active par-
ticipation in political and social affairs. 

At the end of the decade, the political parties of the left attracted young peo-
ple to their ranks by allowing them to bring their radical ideas inside the party 
structures. The relatively independent student radicalism, or its spearhead, was 
co-opted into the parties’ decision-making structures. The new ideas were 
channelled through the parties, and global solidarity became part of their pro-
grammes and policy, especially on the leftist side of the party structure. In the 
1970s elections, many young radicals entered Parliament from the Social De-
mocratic Party’s list, becoming actual practisers of power. Fewer managed to do 
the same from the lists of the Finnish Peoples’ Democratic League and the 
Swedish Peoples’ Party.60  

This was naturally reflected in the student organisations, where the leftist 
parties attained an ideological hegemony. It has been said that what students 
are today, society will be tomorrow. In that respect, SYL was a discussion fo-
rum where political ideas were debated and tested among the leaders of youth 
organisations of different parties. 
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34 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

2.3. The first campaign of solidarity with the liberation movement: 
Operation Day’s Work, Taksvärkki 

Another important student organisation in Finland was Suomen Teiniliitto, STL 
(Finland’s Teen Union) along with its Swedish equivalent FSS (Finlands svenska 
skolungdomsförbund; Finnish Swedish Pupils’ Union). They organised students 
at the secondary level of the comprehensive school and in the upper secondary 
schools.61 The organisations focused their attention on the quality of education, 
on students’ social questions as well as the school and learning environment. 
STL worked in close cooperation with its Nordic sister organisations.  

The students’ interests brought forward were not limited to those concerned 
with school. Many social questions arose. In the active 1960s, younger students 
were also imbued with the new social and international ideas that were emerg-
ing. In 1967, STL and FSS organised their first ever solidarity campaign. The 
idea was that the pupils of different schools could by their own work, help 
people in the developing countries. The Taksvärkki (Operation Day’s Work) 
Campaign was started.  

The origin of the idea, like the word Taksvärkki itself, came from Sweden, 
were ‘Operation Dagsverk’ had already been organised before. Finnish students 
joined the Nordic campaign and adopted the same kind of fund-raising meth-
ods, as well as the target group for the fund-raising: the Inca Indians in Peru. 
The aim was to collect money to develop social and educational work among 
the Inca people in Peru.62 The method of collecting money was simple: students 
were granted a general day off from school, during which they worked in any 
private or public institution, or a company, for a fixed salary (10 FIM). That 
money was then deposited in the fund-raising account.  

The first Taksvärkki in 1967 was a success. The money collected amounted to 
nearly 600,000 FIM. Most schools and students participated. Encouraged by the 
first campaign, STL decided to organise another one soon afterwards in 1969. 
The decision was made by the Autumn Federal Assembly of STL in 1968, which 
at the same time approved its programme for international cooperation. In line 
with SYL, there was a need to renew the international thinking of the STL. The 
new Taksvärkki was to be held in the spirit of the new programme, which em-
phasised support for people still under colonial rule. Their struggle to change 
social structures on the way to development towards social and economic 
equality was to be supported in accordance with the Resolutions of the UN. The 
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other objective of the new policy was to provide opportunities for the members 
to take part in international development cooperation.63  

The secretariat of STL started to prepare suitable projects for Taksvärkki. The 
project was to contain educational elements. In addition, its administration 
would not have to be too difficult for an organisation which was not primarily a 
development organisation, but a student body with limited capacity and expe-
rience. Two projects were identified: a literacy campaign in Tanzania run by 
UNESCO, and the Mozambique Institute in Dar es Salaam.  

The idea of supporting the Mozambique Institute (MI) emerged in late 1968 
during the visit of its director, Ms Janet Mondlane, to Sweden, where some of 
the STL activists met her. The Institute, which was founded in 1963 in Dar es 
Salaam to support the growing number of refugees fleeing Mozambique, was 
actively looking for funds overseas. The Swedish International Development 
Authority, SIDA, was financing some of its activities, and the Swedish Secon-
dary School Students’ Organisation (SECO) was also planning to adopt the MI 
as a campaign target.  

Anyway, the first real contact in Sweden was with the Secondary Students’ Union, 
the School Union.64 They were going to have a work day as they always did. And 
marvel of marvels, they adopted the Mozambique Institute. And I think probably 
that’s how Finland began to get involved in this, as there was an alliance among 
those Secondary School students. It turned out that all the Secondary School Un-
ions finally adopted the Mozambique Institute as their Day of Work.65 

Supporting the Mozambique Institute was not a clear-cut decision, either within 
STL or in society at large. In 1966 Finland had voted in favour of UN Resolu-
tions condemning the colonial policy and supporting the right to independence, 
but prior to the 1970s the Government had made it clear that Finland’s role was 
not to support the liberation movements. Neither had any other organisation in 
Finland supported the liberation movements on such a large scale. But the ac-
tivists of Taksvärkki’s international section were more in favour of supporting 
the MI than the conservative and secure UNESCO campaign. The decision as to 
the target group was to be made at the Spring Federal Assembly, but the prepa-
rations for the MI campaign were well on the way earlier.  

We have been discussing a lot about our plan to collect money among the secon-
dary school students and our possibilities to send it to you to the Mozambique In-
stitute. But the problem is that the public opinion wants a concrete project, where 
our possibilities to control how the money is used come through. We plan that we 
(the union for Finnish Secondary School Students and the Union for Swedish Sec-
ondary School Students and then the union from Sweden SECO) have a chance to 
get in about 500,000 FIM from Finland and about 800,000 SEK from Sweden. These 
sums are of course only calculations, so it would be good if Mozambique Institute 
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could put up some plans from which it would be possible to take off about 200,000 
FIM or to which we would be able to add an equal sum. Waiting for a quick an-
swer.66  

The main concern of the STL—in respect to Finnish public opinion—was about 
the legal status of the MI and its ability to secure the use of funds for those ac-
tivities that were agreed on together. In the background, of course, there was its 
relationship to FRELIMO, which was waging an armed struggle against Por-
tugal in Mozambique. The opinion of the public was quite clearly against sup-
porting any violent activities, even though they could sympathise with the 
refugee problem. That was also in line with the official foreign policy. Also in 
the youth movement itself, there was a lively debate centring on the question of 
whether armed struggle and other violent means were justified methods. As the 
matter was so delicate, would it not be better to go around it, if possible? In that 
respect, the MI seemed to provide a secure option for Finnish students to sup-
port.  

The MI was founded separately from FRELIMO. It was not legally a part of 
FRELIMO. We had our own legal constitution. We had our own Board of Trustees. 
I was the Director. And we can say yes, the MI served FRELIMO as much that it 
helped to educate refugees. Also the fact that the director of the MI was the wife of 
the president of FRELIMO always counts for something. But if one really tracks 
down to see how it developed, one could see that of course there was a very strong 
link with FRELIMO, but really we developed separately. That was the excuse the 
Nordic countries used to say that they were not involved with a terrorist organisa-
tion. They were involved with a refugee school, people who were working with 
refugees and then later on with the social services because MI didn’t stay as a 
school, it expanded tremendously and even went to the liberated areas of Mozam-
bique. And we were organising the social services of FRELIMO without saying we 
were FRELIMO. So when the MI went to Sweden and Norway and Finland and 
Denmark, it was going as a separate branch of FRELIMO.67 

Naturally, there were groups in Finland, as well as in STL itself, that did not 
support the African issue at all, or did not believe in its importance in relation 
to the other aims STL was to pursue. They said that STL should rather help the 
suffering people in their own country, e.g. the war veterans. Both groups, the 
radicals and the conservatives, were working to persuade more followers to 
support their standpoints while the Spring Assembly was approaching. To jus-
tify the project, some of the activists asked for advice and public support from 
Finnchurchaid, which had already donated 99,000 FIM to the Mozambique In-
stitute via the Lutheran World Federation.68 This was to prove that a traditional 
institution like the church was also able to support the Institute. 

                                                
66. A letter to Janet Mondlane on April 1, 1969 from Camilla von Bonsdorff of STL. Ar-
chives of the STL. 
67. Interview with Janet Mondlane, 18.7.1996. 
68. Interview with Yrjö Höysniemi, 11.10.1995. 
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The Assembly in May solved the question by voting: 121 representatives 
voted for the MI, against 108 in favour of the UNESCO project. As a result of 
their defeat, 60 representatives left the meeting hall in protest.69 The Assembly 
set up the National Committee for Taksvärkki-69, which was the highest organ 
administering the campaign. The secretary for the Committee was Ms Camilla 
von Bonsdorff. Among the most active members was Mr Erkki Liikanen,70 who 
later that year became the campaign secretary. 

When the Committee was busy setting up the campaign, more problems 
soon arose. The president of FRELIMO, Eduardo Mondlane, was assassinated. 
The international propaganda war broke out again, also reaching Finland. The 
STL became more aware of the risks of the project. The leadership of FRELIMO 
and of the MI was under speculation. The students got a glimpse of the reality 
of the colonial war.  

Fortunately, the personal loss and increased work load of Ms Janet Mond-
lane did not, however, cause her to be ousted from her position and prevent her 
from continuing the preparations for Taksvärkki-69. In the negotiations with 
Janet Mondlane, STL decided to raise funds for a printing press, its setting-up 
costs and running expenses for one year (approximately 100,000 FIM), hospital 
equipment and medicines and a library.71 The MI was in great need of a print-
ing press to produce material for its educational programmes.  

The evolution of that printing press, the justification I made, was to make text-
books. And we made the first textbooks of FRELIMO really, for FRELIMO schools. 
So those Finnish students were really involved in the first educational programmes 
of an independent Mozambique.72 

The Taksvärkki Campaign had two different but interlinked aims: to disseminate 
information in order to create and deepen discussion on the Third World, and 
to collect money to assist people in the Third World. In this particular cam-
paign, the first aim became ever more important. There was a severe lack of 
awareness of the situation in the colonies and the nature of the liberation strug-
gle. 

For that reason, special attention was given to the information work. There 
were training courses for representatives of different schools, and films and 
booklets were produced. Before Taksvärkki-69  there were three specific press 
conferences. Radio and TV were regularly informed too. In addition to the 
church, different Finnish organisations in favour of the liberation struggle were 
mobilised to support the campaign. The UN Association of Finland expressed 

                                                
69. Ylä-Vuoksi (local press), 10.5.1969.  
70. Mr Erkki Liikanen was a student of political science, active in the Social Democratic 
Party. He was elected as an MP in 1972 and served in Parliament until 1990. He was also 
the party secretary of the SDP as well as Minister for Finance. Presently he is the first 
Finnish Commissioner in the European Union. 
71. Minutes of the meeting 6.7.1969, Taksvärkki-69 Committee. Archives of the STL. 
72. Interview with Janet Mondlane, 18.7.1996. 
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its opinion that while the Government did not support the liberation move-
ments, private individuals and organisations should.73 It urged its member or-
ganisations to donate money to Taksvärkki, to arrange work for pupils, and to 
encourage young members to participate. The UN Association was instru-
mental in disseminating information on the UN policies concerning the Mo-
zambican issue. 

The most important work was naturally done in the schools. 
I remember I had to go speak to schools, representatives of schools, I had to go to 
public meetings organised by them. The idea of these students was that this is what 
we are doing today, but it will have a very long term effect not only on the atti-
tudes of the students as they grow, but on their parents, because the students and 
their parents are so linked with ideas. If students are working hard on a project, of 
course their parents are going to get involved. If not physically involved, at least 
they are going to get intellectually involved. So I think it made a big impact on the 
Finnish political and social scene.74 

Discussions on the campaign’s legitimacy in respect of the Finnish foreign pol-
icy continued all the time. By then even though Finland supported the African 
peoples’ right to self-determination, she had stated over and over again that it 
was not her policy to support liberation movements. But under pressure from 
the radical NGOs, a policy was beginning to emerge, whereby the free citizens’ 
groups could support the victims of colonialism and apartheid, as long as it did 
not require any government involvement.  

But to silence the heavy criticism coming from the right of the political spec-
trum,75 general statements and Janet Mondlane’s persuasion seemed not to be 
enough. In consequence, STL asked the opinion of the Foreign Ministry as to 
whether the Campaign violated the main principles of the Finnish foreign pol-
icy. After a careful assessment, the Foreign Ministry responded that the cam-
paign was not in contradiction with the policy of neutrality. The fund-raising 
was in line with the policy of Finland, which aimed to relieve conflicts in the 
Third World.76 

This Taksvärkki aroused a lot of discussion. Unfortunately, the discussion did 
not develop into a very deep one. However, hopefully the discussion during 
the fund-raising could lessen the emotional attitudes of the Finnish people to-
wards underdeveloped countries and their problems. The result of the fund-
raising was satisfactory—in fact more than satisfactory, taking into account the 

                                                
73. UN Association, Circular Letter 6/1969, signed by Ms Hilkka Pietilä, a long standing 
Secretary General of the UN Association. Archives of the STL. 
74. Interview with Ms Janet Mondlane 18.7.1996. 
75. A group of school unions, led mainly by the Conservative Party youth activists, 
planned to resign from STL, though this was also due to other political reasons. 
Taksvärkki-69 was an example of the radical leftist policy of STL and was thus opposed. 
Newspapers close to the Conservative Party—Uusi Suomi and Aamulehti—were very 
vocal in criticising STL. Archives of the STL and University Library, press microfilms. 
76. Uusi Suomi, daily newspaper, 10.10.1969.  
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exceptionality of the target group. It was, after all, the first large-scale fund-
raising campaign for people who were still fighting for their independence.77  

The Committee worked hard on the organisational and practical arrange-
ments. A special sponsorship agreement was made with the Post Bank of Fin-
land, which paid for all the administrative costs. The Taksvärkki Day was on 
15th October.  

The official result of the fund-raising was 449,630.95 FIM. 434 Finnish 
schools and 44 Swedish schools with altogether 75,000 pupils participated in 
the campaign.78 The money was a little less than expected. Therefore the 
Taksvärkki-69 Committee decided to donate all the funds for the printing press, 
or more ambitiously, for setting up a publishing house. 

The use of the money collected was another impressive story indeed. The 
Taksvärkki-69 Committee had received a plan for the publishing house from 
Jorge Rebelo, the information secretary of FRELIMO, whose office was situated 
in the MI. After consulting some of the local Finns in Dar es Salaam79 about the 
plan, one participant in Finland’s newly started volunteer programme, Kid Ahl-
fors, a professional publisher, came to help. He designed another, more realistic 
plan for a publishing house together with Erkki Liikanen, who visited Dar es 
Salaam and the MI in January 1970. Later that spring Ahlfors was appointed as 
a technical assistant by STL to establish the printing press at the MI.  

The process was slow and difficult, because most of the materials were not 
available in Tanzania and a lot of technical decisions and arrangements had to 
be made.80 The publishing house was finally set up by the end of 1970, and the 
first books to be produced were ‘The History of Mozambique’ for the primary 
and secondary schools. After STL’s funds were consumed, a Norwegian agency 
decided to continue to finance the publishing work. 

Taksvärkki-69 was a unique story. It was the first project of its kind unifying 
large sectors of Finnish society behind a project supporting the not so well 
known liberation struggle. Furthermore, the practical arrangements—the cam-
paign itself, the information work, the setting up of the publishing house, etc.—
constituted an enormous task for a small, non-professional student organi-
sation.  

Finland’s contribution was noted with gratitude by FRELIMO. In 1971 Kid 
Ahlfors visited the province of Cabo Delgado. His visit was reported, with a 
photo, in FRELIMO’s publication A Voz da Revolucão. In the text, it was men-

                                                
77. Internal evaluation report of Taksvärkki-69, 25.2.1970. Archives of the STL. 
78. In 1969 the population of compulsory school age was 729,046 (out of which 686,932 
received education). There were 5,221 primary schools and 661 secondary schools in 
Finland. (Suomen tilastollinen vuosikirja (Finland’s statistical yearbook) 1973 and 1974.) 
79. Finland had a volunteer programme in Tanzania during those years, and it had an 
Embassy in Dar es Salaam. Persons like Kirsti Anttila, Henrik Westman and his wife 
Johanna were consulted. Archives of the STL. 
80. Situation Reports by Kid Ahlfors, correspondence between Ms Janet Mondlane and 
Mr Erkki Liikanen 1970–1971. Archives of the STL. 
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tioned that he was working in Dar es Salaam to install the printing press which 
was donated by the Finnish students.81 Interestingly, the publication itself had 
improved considerably the same year, from a type-written leaflet to a printed 
publication made in Dar es Salaam, thanks to the Taksvärkki printing press. 

The most important thing that Finland did was to give the printing press to the MI. 
... That printing press did a lot of things. ... And certainly we were the first libera-
tion movement with a printing press, if we can say it was a liberation movement’s 
printing press. In fact, it put out a lot more than just MI text books. It was the print-
ing press that printed the magazine “Moçambique Revolution”, which was an in-
ternational magazine. FRELIMO really did very well on the international arena. I 
hope that the Nordic countries today realise what a contribution they made in that 
sense. It was a tremendous contribution. And they [the students] were the only 
ones that made it.82 

In the late 1960s, Finland’s Taksvärkki was of great value as an attitude forming 
campaign. There was an idea of backward countries and an image of simple 
and violent people, in whose wars Finns did not want to get involved. Then 
came a white, American lady, the widow of the president of FRELIMO, who 
talked about the injustices and inhuman conditions people had to suffer in the 
colonies. And promoted the idea of a just and free society, that the liberation 
movement was pursuing.  

One had to talk about the situation as I used to do. The situation in Mozambique, 
the situation in the struggle. What we were trying to do to solve it. Of course it ap-
peals to the emotions of the people even if they hadn’t thought of it before. But for 
one to get over the emotional effect, you have to appeal to them also intellectually, 
otherwise it doesn’t stick. That’s where the secondary school students were good, 
because although they were caught up in a sense of an emotional side, they were 
also very intelligent. Those that I dealt with. And I admired them a lot.83 

Precisely because of the attitude campaign Taksvärkki-69 did not stop at that, at 
the schools. Taksvärkki-69 was an example for many other social groups to fol-
low. It prepared the ground. The International Solidarity Foundation, for ex-
ample, a Third World arm of the Social Democratic Party, was established the 
following year, in 1970. 

[I remember] Finland with Erkki Liikanen, and his group. He was very active. ... He 
certainly was very influential, had many inroads in government. And I remember 
he was the one that organised the appointments for me in the government with 
parliamentarians and so on. And I suspect that’s where all this began. And the sec-
ondary school students were very active. I was so impressed with the students, 
how mature they were.84 

                                                
81. A Voz da Revolucão, No 4, Setembro de 1971, Arquivo Histórico de Moçambique, 
Maputo. 
82. Interview with Janet Mondlane, 18.7.1996. 
83. Ibid. 
84. Ibid. 
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In those years, strong winds of change were blowing in Finnish political life. 
The left was gaining considerable victories in politics and Erkki Liikanen and 
his colleagues—Erkki Tuomioja85 among others—were elected to Parliament, 
becoming vocal advocates of the liberation movements. There were visits to and 
from the Mozambique Institute and a lot of information work was carried out. 
The success of these—and some other—radicals of the SDP, the biggest parlia-
mentary group, was remarkable, especially because Dr Mauno Koivisto formed 
another social democratically led government.86 Encouraged, the students de-
cided to arrange another Taksvärkki in 1971. 

For the above reasons—changing public attitudes and growing influence of 
the leftist parties in politics—Taksvärkki-71 was politically and practically much 
easier to organise. STL was keen to adopt a target group from another Por-
tuguese colony. But the preconditions—strict control of the money and com-
plete financial reports on the funds donated—acted in favour of the MI.  

Once again Erkki Liikanen travelled to Dar es Salaam, in May 1971, and an-
other project was outlined together with Janet Mondlane: to support schools in 
the liberated areas, in the ‘interior’, as it was called, in Mozambique. The MI 
was running about a hundred village schools in the regions of Cabo Delgado, 
Niassa and Tete, which were under FRELIMO’s control. Taksvärkki-71 was to 
collect money to equip the schools with educational and other materials and to 
assist with the running costs of the 10 schools for one year.87 The Taksvärkki -71 
Committee was established, and its key activists were the chairperson Satu 
Hassi88 and the secretary Folke Sundman.89 This time the Nordic students’ or-
ganisations had different target groups, but the common campaign theme was 
people in the Portuguese colonies. The students of the vocational schools in Fin-
land joined Taksvärkki for the first time. 

In the information work, several organisations joined forces. The Africa 
Committee (see below) had been established by Börje Mattsson and Mikko Lo-
hikoski at the beginning of the year, and planned to organise an Africa Week in 
the autumn. Training seminars were organised together. The FRELIMO rep-
resentative in Cairo (who was contact person for Europe), Armando Panguene, 
stayed in Finland from 26 September to 20 October 1971 together with Kid Ahl-
                                                
85. Dr Erkki Tuomioja, an activist, who as early as 1969 edited a book on South Africa, 
served in Parliament during the period 1970–1979 before becoming the Deputy Mayor of 
Helsinki. He was the chief editor of Ydin for many years in the 1970s and 1980s. He 
made a comeback to Parliament in 1991 and is presently the leader of the Social Democ-
ratic group in Parliament. 
86. Letters to Jorge Rebello 6.4.1970 and Janet Mondlane 22.7.1970 from Erkki Liikanen. 
Archives of the STL.  
87. Minutes of the meeting 23.6.1971, Taksvärkki-71 Committee. Archives of the STL. 
88. Later a civil engineer and an MP, and chairperson of the Green Union, a party in the 
Government of Finland since 1995. 
89. A young activist of the Social Democratic Party. At present the director of the Service 
Centre for Development Co-operation in Finland (KEPA), an umbrella organisation for 
NGOs in development and solidarity work. 
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fors to help with the fund-raising. They toured schools and other institutions to 
spread information about Mozambique. This time there was a successful project 
to present, the functioning printing press, to prove that the money collected 
would be used for the right purpose.  

The day of work was again 10 October, and fund-raising continued until the 
end of the year. Taksvärkki-71 was expected to collect more funds than the ear-
lier one, and it succeeded. Around 100,000 pupils participated, collecting 
775,000 FIM.90 Janet Mondlane visited Finland in March 1972 to negotiate about 
the use of the money raised. Her programme was busy and full of meetings 
with new organisations who had joined the front supporting the liberation 
struggle. This time she could also urge support from the Finnish Government. 
Negotiations on direct aid were well on the way.91 She was very pleased with 
her visit. 

After these two Taksvärkki Campaigns, the idea spread to other organisations 
as well. The interest was directed elsewhere in the world, because there were 
other burning issues emerging. Vietnam and Chile were supported in 1972 and 
1974. The Southern African question gained attention again in 1978, when a 
wide ranging Taksvärkki-78 Committee was established, with 23 member or-
ganisations.92  

Not many countries had done an operation Taksvärkki for a liberation movement 
before Finland did in 1969 for the MI and 1978 for ANC and SWAPO. That to me 
was very important, because it was saying: let us organise and mobilise our na-
tional will to assist these people, who were supposed to be “terrorists” and “com-
munists”. For the country to take that decision was phenomenal at the time. And 
Finland did it again, for the second time, together with all the Nordic countries in 
1985. Altogether around $2.5 million was raised for the ANC school in Tanzania. 
That was significant.93 

The Taksvärkki Campaign succeeded in acquiring not only materials and long-
lasting machinery (the printing press is still functioning in Maputo, Mozam-
bique) but also human friendship. The letters from Janet Mondlane show the 
warm relationship between the key activists in STL and the MI and the irony 
with which the common enemy was often referred to: 

The enemy is always throwing me out of my position. They want to eliminate me 
like my husband Eduardo Mondlane. According to the Western press, I should 
have been killed so many times. But here I am until defeated. This time (however 

                                                
90. In 1971 the population of compulsory school age was 709,609. There were 331,946 
students in general secondary schools. Those were the schools were STL was most active 
in campaigning for Taksvärkki. Suomen tilastollinen vuosikirja (Finland’s statistical year-
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91. Kansan Uutiset, daily newspaper, 23.3.1972.  
92. Archives of the STL 1972–78. 
93. Interview with Lindiwe Mabuza 14.10.1996. She was the ANC representative in the 
Nordic Countries, based in Stockholm 1978–1987. Presently South African Ambassador 
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worried by the reports of the press) you did not send a cable, but a normal letter. 
You are learning. Yours, Janet. 94 

2.4. Travelling solidarity 

Teiniliitto and SYL were very important bodies of growing Southern Africa 
support. There were however many others: long-established ones that became 
interested in the struggle and joined the ranks or newcomers that were particu-
larly devoted to the liberation cause.  

Although we in this study have chosen to present the activities mainly in the 
organisational context, this is done only for the purpose of facilitating under-
standing and clarity. Once and for all, most importantly, one should keep in 
mind that however important the organisational context is, more important still 
is the general atmosphere of the time. People and organisations were very flexi-
ble at that time: the ideas and tasks even when similar were always imple-
mented in the particular context which proved to be the most expedient and 
efficient for the issue in question. The same people were co-operating freely 
with many bodies, joining hands, helping each other and airing ideas. The idea 
of supporting the liberation struggle was a common cause which unified many, 
even surprisingly different, social groups. Despite the ideological struggle 
which entered into the spirit of the Cold War, the support for the liberation 
struggle did not suffer from that detrimentally. Instead, the overpoliticisation of 
some youth organisations, notably Teiniliitto, led to their demise only a few 
years later. 

The 1960s and 1970s were a period of generation change. For many, the 
struggle became a very personal experience. Many of the key activists will ap-
pear in the following pages as interviewees, telling their very personal moti-
vation for joining the struggle, and thus complementing the extensive archival 
material.  

2.4.1. The establishment of the Africa Committee 

Through the Finnish Students’ UN Association (UNSA), many student leaders 
had another horizon to the events in the South. It offered opportunities to travel 
and meet activists from other countries. Members of UNSA participated in in-
ternational meetings, where they met leaders of the liberation movements. In 
1969 the chairperson of the UN Association, Börje Mattsson,95 went to Uganda 
to attend the first ISMUN (International Students’ Movement for UN) inter-

                                                
94. Letter to Erkki Liikanen from Janet Mondlane 11.3.1970. Archives of the STL. 
95. A student of journalism and the founder of the Africa Committee, who worked for 
more than two decades in the Africa campaigns and other peace and solidarity action 
for the Finnish Peace Committee. He is presently a refugee counsellor. 



44 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

national conference in Africa with another board member, Mikko Lohikoski.96 
In Uganda, Mattsson and Lohikoski met—among others—Agostinho Neto of 
MPLA, who invited them to visit the Angolan war front. They also visited Tan-
zania and Zambia and met e.g. Samora Machel and Sam Nujoma, leaders of 
FRELIMO and SWAPO respectively. 

At a time when Southern Africa was not high on the agenda in Finnish for-
eign policy, the press was not overly interested in reporting on the local events 
there. Reports reflected mainly the viewpoints of the colonialists. And, as is 
commonly said, a Finn must always see with his own eyes before he believes. 
Mattsson relates: 

When I worked in Tricont with these Africa questions and in the UN Student Asso-
ciation, I just felt that there is so much going wrong in the world, something very 
wrong between the rich countries and the poor countries. And on a more intellec-
tual basis and on an emotional basis we took a standpoint for the liberation move-
ments. But we had no facts really at all. Only facts that you could read in some 
books or the liberation movements’ own publications. But again, to be honest, it 
was clear that when the liberation movements publish some material, it is their ma-
terial and still we did not know for sure.  

So it came to me at least, very powerfully; I have to see it myself. I have to go 
there myself to really know am I right or wrong? Is this a right struggle or not? 
And then when I went there, I could feel that any ideas I had, I could see I was 
right, I was even more right than I had even thought myself. That the liberation 
struggle was really a right struggle, it was a human struggle. So that’s why it also 
made a very deep impression, because you had thought about the things yourself 
and now you went there to see if you were right or not, and you could see it was 
OK.97 

Consequently, Mattsson and Lohikoski continued their travels in June 1970 to 
Rome, where a solidarity conference on behalf of the Portuguese colonies was 
held. With limited resources and by hitch-hiking, they travelled further to Ad-
dis Abeba, Ethiopia, in September and participated in the OAU conference, and 
went again to Lusaka to observe a conference of the Non-Aligned Countries in 
September. The two friends returned to Dar es Salaam in October, where they 
got the idea of establishing a special political organisation to support the libera-
tion struggle, which had made such a big impression on these two travellers. 
Their personal and political motivation was later a driving force behind many 
campaigns on behalf of liberation movements.98 

A cable message from Mattsson and Lohikoski about the idea of a new or-
ganisation received a positive response in Finland. As a result of the campaigns 

                                                
96. A student and freelance journalist, who worked for the Finnish Peace Committee 
until he became the first information secretary for the Service Centre for Development 
Co-operation (KEPA) in 1985. After KEPA he worked for a few years in the European 
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and information work so far, the time was ripe to establish a new organisation 
to specifically support the liberation struggle in Africa. The Africa Committee 
was founded on December 11, 1970. The main focus of the Committee was to 
awaken public opinion to oppose colonialism, and also through practical sup-
port to promote the end of colonial rule. Timo Ristimäki99 was elected as chair-
person; the other candidate was Erkki Liikanen. Many activists of Tricont and 
STL were present at the meeting: Camilla von Bonsdorff, Mikko Pyhälä, Johan-
nes Pakaslahti, Kristina Vanajas, to mention just a few.100 Marja-Liisa Kiljunen 
served as secretary for a while, before departing to England, where she and her 
husband Kimmo Kiljunen went to take a course in development studies.101 

Ironically, neither one of the ‘founding fathers’ was present at the first meet-
ing, as they were still on the road. Or rather, in the bush, because they had fi-
nally had a chance to visit the liberated areas of Angola with MPLA: 

It may be too strong to say that this [the visit to the liberated areas] changed my 
life, but it in any case influenced me very strongly, because until then we had been 
in Africa before and we had met the guerrillas and so on. But on that trip, we got 
the concrete experience of what this struggle was. And we could see that indeed 
the guerrillas were the nicest men you could think of. On our trip there were real 
hardships. The circumstances were extremely difficult. I learned that, let’s say, the 
normal picture of an African and especially a wild African terrorist was so com-
pletely untrue. Instead, you could find the nicest men, but still having to wage a 
bloody struggle. And the other thing was to see the situation of the civilian popula-
tion. The situation in the whole of Eastern Angola was extremely difficult, and 
none of the propaganda from the Portuguese had any facts in it. You could see that 
the only one that kept up even some type of normal civilian life was MPLA. So it 
made a very strong impression that you could see the complete difference between 
the normal Western propaganda in the newspapers and the actual life of the real 
people and how they behaved and how they spoke and so on.102 

The Africa Committee was a political advocacy organisation. It was set up as an 
independent body, but was affiliated to the Finnish Peace Committee (SRP). 
SRP had already been established in 1949 as a national organisation of the 
World Peace Council. The reason for joining under the umbrella of SRP was, 
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according to Mattsson, the fact that SRP was not a pacifist organisation like the 
other Finnish peace organisations, the Committee of 100 or the Finnish Peace 
Union. The Committee of 100 had included Tricont under its wing, but an or-
ganisation accepting the idea of a just war, the liberation struggle, could not fit 
in there.103  

The Committee of 100 did, though, adopt another viewpoint. By then, after a 
long debate, it had accepted and politically supported the liberation struggle 
just as Mattsson and Lohikoski did. However, the Committee of 100 did not 
want to align itself with the Soviet Union, or any other power, in its activities. 
SRP was also clearly a front organisation not only of the Soviet Union, but also 
of the Stalinist minority faction of the Finnish Communist Party, in this area 
allying itself mainly with the Centre Party. Thus the Committee of 100 kept at a 
distance from SRP. Furthermore, the Committee of 100 was locked in conflict 
over Finland’s defence policy and conscientious objection, which consumed its 
energies but did not produce any noticeable immediate success. This led to a 
demise of the organisation for the next decade, although it never faded out 
completely like UNSA, but recovered in the 1980s.  

Here, at the birth of the Africa Committee, the first signs of ideological divi-
sions among the Africa activists can be found. By joining the Peace Committee 
the Africa Committee became inextricably locked in the arms of the minority 
faction of the Communist Party of Finland. It gradually came to be run almost 
completely by interests directed from party politics, of the Centre and the far 
left. Not that the socialist ideology in its Soviet version was not accepted by 
many of its activists, on the contrary. In any case, their foremost interest was in 
the struggle for African independence. In that respect, the socialist ideas 
seemed more productive and formed the principal guidelines of many libera-
tion movements themselves. In a world divided by the Cold War it was quite a 
challenge to pursue any political aims without allying with either one of the 
camps, as the Committee of 100 did. Consequently, the Finnish left split into 
fractions, which had its impact on everybody who was involved in it. 

The Africa Committee was in full action soon after its establishment. It 
started to edit a newsletter, which was published inside the SRP publication 
Rauhan Puolesta (For Peace). It approached all the liberation movements to es-
tablish official contacts with them, acquired information material, and informed 
them of its existence as their support organisation. It organised several visits to 
Finland by representatives of the liberation movements during which public 
meetings and seminars were held. Representatives of AAPSO, OAU, MPLA 
(Antonio Neto), ANC (Alex La Guma), PAIGC (Onesimo Silveira), and 
FRELIMO (Armando Panguene, Oscar Monteiro) were hosted during the initial 
years. However, the most important event to be organised was the official visit 
of the president of PAIGC, Amílcar Cabral. Before we come to that we will pre-
sent another important event, which took place a little earlier. 

                                                
103. Ibid. 
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The above-mentioned activists of the Africa Committee (Mattsson, Lohi-
koski, Vanajas) together with Mikko Pyhälä were also the architects behind the 
new policy line of SYL, the National Union of Students. Mikko Pyhälä104 was 
the secretary for higher education of SYL and had been specially interested in 
the developments in Guinea-Bissau and Cap Verde, where the PAIGC was 
waging a war against the Portuguese regime. He had a chance to visit the liber-
ated areas of Guinea-Bissau in December 1970 in the delegation of IUS.  

Guinea-Bissau was geographically and culturally, if possible, even more dis-
tant from Finland than any Southern African country. It was a small Portuguese 
colony and not near to any areas formerly known to be of interest to anybody in 
Finland. But because of its liberation struggle, which was personified in its tal-
ented leader, Amílcar Cabral, it had already attracted a lot of attention. It was 
believed that Portuguese rule was at its weakest in Guinea-Bissau, where the 
liberation movement had occupied large territories and gained a substantial 
following. PAIGC had also started to develop the areas under its control. 

For that reason, Mikko Pyhälä’s trip to Guinea-Bissau generated a lot of in-
terest in Finland. He gave interviews, and his film material was used to make a 
documentary, which was broadcast on Finnish TV. He wrote an exciting travel 
report for one of the popular family magazines, Apu.105  His travel reports from 
Africa were supplemented by Mattsson and Lohikoski. The leading national 
daily newspaper, Helsingin Sanomat, reported on their visit to Angola in a de-
tailed article on the war situation.106 

Without this information activity the public opinion would hardly have 
been prepared for the shift in foreign policy that was to come.  

                                                
104. A young student, who soon afterwards became an official in the Foreign Ministry, 
as one of the radicals in the ranks. He is now Finnish ambassador to Lima, Peru. 
105. Foreign Ministry’s Archives and personal archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
106. Helsingin Sanomat 21.1.1971. Travel reports were also published by student papers, 
e.g. Teinilehti 3/71 (Teen Magazine), Studentbladet 2/71, Ylioppilaslehti 5/71 (Student 
News) and another daily, Päivän Sanomat 12.3.1971 (Daily News). SRP Collection. Peo-
ple’s Archives. 
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2.5. The “Students and the African Liberation Movement” Conference 

Although SYL (The National Union of Students) had resigned from member-
ship of IUS (the international student body), it had developed a relationship 
with the organisation on a project basis, especially concerning Third World 
questions. SYL and IUS decided to organise a conference on liberation move-
ments in 1971. The general framework for all of them was the announcement of 
the UN to dedicate the year 1971 to the struggle against racial discrimination.107 

The experiences and contacts of Mattsson, Lohikoski and Pyhälä were effi-
ciently exploited, contributing to existing IUS links with the liberation move-
ments. SYL and IUS, which were the main organisers, joined hands with other 
student and youth bodies and held a five-day seminar on 14–18 February 1971 
attended in by the representatives of the student movements of 60 countries, as 
well as six liberation movements (ANC, FRELIMO, MPLA, PAIGC, SWAPO 
and ZAPU). In addition to this “Students and Liberation Movements” confer-
ence, there was another open event, organised in the Old Student House on 15 
February, which attracted a large audience. All the liberation movement repre-
sentatives were present to introduce the situation in Africa and to promote their 
causes.108 

And there was another seminar also, that was organised together with Helsinki 
University Students in the Old Student House that got much more publicity than 
SYL’s one; because SYL’s conference was more a closed seminar for student politi-
cians, but this other seminar was an open one for people from all walks of life. And 
the main hall in Vanha was full of people, and it was a big event. I feel that one had 
great importance: because that meeting made a very public decision that our aim is 
to see that Finland will support the liberation movement. So that was more of a 
public start.109 

In addition simultaneously all over the country, during the whole of February, 
several events were arranged to draw attention to the problems in colonial Af-
rica. Furthermore, SYL published a special booklet with travel reports by 
Mattsson, Lohikoski and Pyhälä which was distributed widely.110 Encouraged 
by the positive response to its activities SYL decided to start fund-raising for 
PAIGC in the academic year 1971–72.111  

                                                
107. Press release of SYL 14.1.1971, and the Final Communiqué of the Conference 
22.2.1971. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
108. Full presentations of the liberation movement representatives were published by, 
for example, Kansan Uutiset 21.2.1971. Personal collections of Kimmo Pulkkinen. 
109. Interview with Börje Mattsson, 29.2.1996. 
110. Lohikoski, Mikko and Mattsson, Börje: “Raportti Afrikan vapautusliikkeistä” (Report 
on the African Liberation Movements) 3.11.1970. Unpublished report. SYL published an 
edited version of the report in its conference papers with many photographs, as well as 
Mikko Pyhälä’s report. SRP Collection. People’s Archives. 
111. SYL Archives. 
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The publicity already generated by the travel reports and the visits of the 
liberation movement leaders further increased when SYL came into an open 
conflict with the Foreign Ministry. One of the background factors to holding the 
conference in Finland, was to produce increasing pressure against the Finnish 
Government to change its policy towards liberation movements. As empha-
sised at the conference that policy was considered old-fashioned and thus 
ought to be changed.  

Concrete proof of that policy was given when the government decided not 
to fund the conference arrangements. SYL had decided to ask for financial sup-
port from the state for organising the conference. The system of co-financing the 
NGOs’ development activities did not yet exist, but financial support had been 
granted for some organisations’ information and campaign work on an ad hoc 
basis. That is why SYL also believed that it would qualify for assistance. In 
SYL’s case, the response from the ministry was very surprising:  

When SYL asked for financial support for the conference, the Foreign Ministry sent 
a very surprising note saying that violent activities of organisations should not be 
supported with taxpayers’ money. When you read the letter, it gave the impression 
that SYL would have been involved in violent activities. It was drafted in such a 
funny way.112  

According to the statement, Finland, bound by the principles of international 
law and the Charter of the UN, could not support groupings which used violent 
means. Their information and conference activity were not to be financed by 
state funds.113  

The hard-line decision of the Foreign Ministry was an obvious mistake. It 
gave the conference organisers an additional weapon against the conservative 
policy of the Government, which was fully exploited. The statement was badly 
drafted, its political support was weak. It soon became known that the Foreign 
Minister of the day, Social Democrat Väinö Leskinen, had declined to sign the 
statement. It was then issued by the Secretary of State Richard Tötterman.  

The activists criticised the Government openly and accused it of having 
spoilt Finland’s reputation. The news of the negative response was reported in 
the international press, showing Finland’s foreign policy in a strange light. The 
decision to intensify the pressure against the Government to change its policy 
was received with enthusiasm at the conference.114  

The young MPs and their sympathisers brought the discussion inside Par-
liament. MP Erkki Tuomioja asked an oral parliamentary question, on how the 
Government saw its attitude to be in harmony with the UN Declaration against 
colonialism, which had been unanimously accepted. A similar question was 

                                                
112. Interview with Mikko Lohikoski, 22.12.1995. 
113. Foreign Ministry, letter No. 42352, 10.2.1971. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
114. Editorial, Ylioppilaslehti (Student News) 19.2.1971. Personal collection of Kimmo 
Pulkkinen. 
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also asked by MP Mirjam Vire-Tuominen (SKP).115 The Government’s policy 
was also strongly criticised in public by SDP’s Secretary General Kalevi 
Sorsa.116 The criticism was answered by his party colleague, Foreign Minister 
Väinö Leskinen (SDP), who said that Finland supported the struggle for free-
dom, but only a struggle by non-violent means. He himself had given the im-
pression that he supported the liberation movements, but was restricted by the 
official policy line. The discussion on the foreign policy line had begun to enter 
the official ranks. The conservative line was firmly held by the Foreign Minis-
try, by its top officials, although the political leadership itself was turning to-
wards a more radical standpoint.  

2.6. The visit of Amílcar Cabral 

As a result of all this, the NGOs continued to put more pressure on the Gov-
ernment. During his visit to Guinea-Bissau, Mikko Pyhälä had met the Presi-
dent of PAIGC, Amílcar Cabral. At its special session on 13 April 1971, the In-
ternational Solidarity Foundation had decided to grant a special donation to 
PAIGC. For that reason, they were interested in inviting the president to come 
and collect the donation. Unfortunately, he was unable to come then, but the 
idea of a visit at a later stage remained alive.  

Because the negative attitude of the Foreign Ministry had been made well 
known, it was impossible to invite Cabral through official channels. He himself 
had agreed to come if the visit could be arranged at a high level. So a special 
reception committee was called upon, with the widest possible political sup-
port.117  

According to Pyhälä, Lohikoski and Mattsson, the formation of this com-
mittee was not difficult. It was decided to form a politically representative 
committee which was already in itself a sign of the large amount of support that 
the liberation movements had attracted among Finnish interest groups. 

For that reason, to form a committee to receive him was the important thing. Not 
the actual visit of Cabral, only. It was to make up the basis. And the small meetings 
started with some persons from some parties, and finally we got into the committee 
more or less the chairmen of every political party and the party secretary of every 
party. That was the important work, because this way they got involved in the 
question. And that gave us then the basis finally to make a demand to the Finnish 
Government.118  

The political parties of the left came first. The stories of Mattsson and Pyhälä 
give a slightly divergent account of the role of the Social Democratic party. 

                                                
115. Oral questions by Erkki Tuomioja and Mirjam Vire-Tuominen 12.2.1971. Foreign 
Ministry’s Archives. 
116. Press reports 13.2.1971. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
117. Letter to Raimo Lintonen 13.9.1987. Personal archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
118. Interview with Börje Mattsson, 29.2.1996. 
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While according to Pyhälä they were the initiators of the whole affair, in 
Mattsson’s memory the participation of the SDP was not so certain because the 
Communist Party was already involved. And PAIGC, like liberation move-
ments in general, was seen as revolutionary—as communists, that is. Seemingly 
Mikko Pyhälä’s account is more correct, because after the very first meeting the 
SDP took a leading role on the Reception Committee; the SDP Secretary General 
Kalevi Sorsa was elected chairman of the Committee.119 

However, much more work had to be done on the right. The youth organisa-
tion ‘Tuhatkunta’ of the Conservative Party (Kokoomus) became involved instead 
of the mother party, because the latter had not yet formed a policy toward lib-
eration movements. But the Kokoomus Party did pay its share of the budget, to 
the pleasant surprise of the Committee activists.120 Furthermore, again surpris-
ingly, such small and nationalistic parties as the Finnish Rural Party, which had 
recently gained in the elections by increasing its seats in Parliament from 1 to 
18, were eager to join in.121  

Eventually, most of the parties had joined the Committee one by one. The 
Centre Party was among the last. But in contrast to the Conservative Party, the 
Secretary General of the Centre party, Mr Mikko Immonen, was more sympa-
thetic than its youth representative, Jorma Leskelä. The youth sections of the 
parties were known to take a more radical standpoint than the mother party. 
The Liberal Party of Finland, competing in the political centre, was perhaps an 
encouraging example for the Centre Party.122  Mikko Immonen even took most 
responsibility for acting as host to the guest.123  The fact that the Centre Party 
was also a member of the Reception Committee bore a particular importance in 
regard to the future. It was the party of the President, and the party with the 
strongest foreign political legitimacy and influence. To have an impact on its 
opinion was therefore of great importance.  

The visit of Amílcar Cabral on 19–21 October was a success. In fact the 
whole process in connection with the arrangements was a success, because it 
had for the first time united the political parties around the question of ending 
colonialism in Africa. Amílcar Cabral was the first leader of the liberation 

                                                
119. Minutes of the meeting, 7.9.1971, The Amilcar Cabral Reception Committee. Per-
sonal archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
120. Letter to Raimo Lintonen 13.9.1987. Personal Archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
121. “I think funnily enough, there was this Party for Small Farmers, which also came 
quite easily even if that was a right-wing party. But we used Amilcar Cabral’s material 
where he talked about revolution of the farmers. So there was not a working-class revo-
lution, it was really a revolution of the farmers presented in the material of Amilcar 
Cabral. Of course the small farmers thought that this was wonderful. They also wanted 
peasants to make a revolution in Finland, so they liked Amilcar Cabral a lot!” Interview 
with Börje Mattsson 29.2.1996. 
122. Letter to Raimo Lintonen 13.9.1987. Personal archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
123. Minutes of the meeting 8.10.1971: The Amilcar Cabral Reception Committee. Per-
sonal Archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 



52 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

movement who was treated as a statesman. His programme was very ambi-
tious—and to everyone’s surprise, it became more or less a reality.124  

The biggest victory was the fact that Cabral was received by President 
Kekkonen. According to Pyhälä, Lohikoski had informed the President about 
the visit at one of the receptions Dr Kekkonen used to arrange for young activ-
ists, and he had shown positive interest towards the idea. When his office was 
contacted, an appointment had been booked. In contrast the Foreign Ministry’s 
top civil servants had shown a clearly ignorant, even negative, attitude towards 
the visit. Only the Office of Development Aid had booked an appointment. But 
after Kekkonen’s appointment was confirmed, a meeting was arranged with the 
Minister of Foreign Affairs.  

In addition Cabral met several leaders of the political parties, as well as 
youth and solidarity organisations. A solidarity event was organised at the Old 
Student House on 20 October. In addition to Cabral’s message, several political 
speeches were given and the Government’s foreign policy, once again, severely 
criticised. This time, the foreign policy bureaucracy was identified as a main 
obstacle to change. MP Ilkka Taipale’s125 message clarified this: 

President Kekkonen has said that we cannot be neutral in regard to peace and war. 
Thus in this question we cannot be neutral. A civil servant of the Foreign Ministry, 
Keijo Korhonen, recently accused the youth of being immature. We know too well 
his and other civil servants’ attitude towards the African liberation movement. But 
these people, they are already over-mature, their time is running out. We demand 
that part of the development assistance must be channelled to the African libera-
tion movements: PAIGC, FRELIMO and MPLA.126 

Cabral’s visit was a victory in the world of images. If Janet Mondlane was 
white, American and a lady, Cabral was a true black African, considered by the 
establishment a ‘civilised’ one. With his intellectual thinking and good man-
ners, he was able to shake the images that Finnish people were still holding 
onto as regards Africans and especially revolutionaries.  

President Kekkonen’s attitude is reflected in his answer to Carbral’s invita-
tion to visit Guinea-Bissau: “Thank you for the invitation. A visit would no 
doubt be interesting, but in the future I might meet a happier people.”127 

                                                
124. According to the programme, the Committee planned to station young people 
alongside the road from the airport to the hotel! It was not such a good idea because of 
the October weather in Finland, if not otherwise unrealistic. Minutes of the Meeting, 
8.9.1971, The Amilcar Cabral Reception Committee. Personal Archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
125. Dr Ilkka Taipale, as a student of medicine, had studied in 1964 in Portugal, where he 
met several refugees from the colonies. He has founded several solidarity and peace 
campaigns and served during the period 1971–1975 as an MP of the Social Democratic 
Party. Presently, he is a doctor of medicine and an everlasting political activist on behalf 
of the poor and mentally handicapped. 
126. A speech on behalf of the Central Union of Social Democratic Youth at the Solidarity 
evening for Guinea-Bissau by Ilkka Taipale, 20.10.1971. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
127. Report of Cabral’s visit. Archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 
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2.7. Political parties’ international dimension 

The radical youth movement entered the party-political structures through the 
parties’ youth organisations. Finnish parties responded to the social and inter-
national pressure to show practical solidarity toward the poor and oppressed in 
the Third World. Communists and social democrats were traditionally more 
international in their approach. The Social Democratic Party, the strongest party 
on the left, achieved an election victory in 1966, which resulted in a left majority 
in Parliament. A social democratic Foreign Minister, Väinö Leskinen, had been 
nominated. This raised hopes among the young and radical.  

But in practice the situation was problematic to the party, because in spite of 
the rhetoric, the foreign policy line could not be changed overnight. The policy 
changes were initially happening inside the party’s own structures. The party 
set up a new body called the International Solidarity Foundation in 1970. In its 
first session it expressed open support for the liberation movements. A solidar-
ity campaign was established to collect funds and material help for the people 
under colonial rule. But the official foreign policy line stayed intact; the Gov-
ernment did not commit itself to the support. Leskinen was accused of ‘sitting 
between two stools’. 

The party and its solidarity wing were in practice the hosts for representa-
tives of the liberation movements. They were highly enough regarded, as the 
largest party in Finland, when the Foreign Ministry itself was not interested in 
inviting, or acting as host, to any of the liberation movement leaders, who were 
not regarded as ‘statesmen’. The hosts also had the means to finance the visits. 

One visit organised by the Social Democratic party and the Solidarity Foun-
dation was for a delegation from FRELIMO. Joaquim Chissano and Anselmo 
Anaiva came to Finland in November 1970. Their programme also included an 
appointment with Foreign Minister Väinö Leskinen. During their visit to the 
Foreign Ministry’s political department, they explained the situation on the war 
front. They also criticised the Cabora Bassa power plant project, as well as other 
attempts to support colonialism in Mozambique.128  

The vice-president of SWAPO, Mishake Muyongo, visited Finland at SDP’s 
invitation. His visit coincided with Finland’s active period in the Security 
Council in 1970. He met representatives of the Foreign Ministry and expressed 
his appreciation of Finland’s activities concerning Namibian question.129 

The Social Democratic Party had already invited the president of MPLA, 
Agostinho Neto, for a visit to Finland in July 1970. He was also the first libera-
tion movement representative to meet the Foreign Minister Leskinen. The visit 
was reported by the press, which was also interested in the image of the Finnish 
missionaries. According to Neto, the Catholic Church as a state church was not 
popular, but the attitude towards Lutheran missionaries varied among the peo-
                                                
128. Pro memo “Mosambikin vapautusliikkeen FRELIMOn edustajien käynnistä UM:ssä” (The 
visit of FRELIMO’s representatives to the FM), 10.11.1970, Jussi A. Muttonen. Foreign 
Ministry’s Archives. 
129. Saarela, 1980:194. 
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ple. He did not, however, consider the work of the church very promising or 
positive.130   

The questions concerning the church’s role that were presented during 
Neto’s visit did not come out of the blue. At that time the work of the Finnish 
church in Africa was under serious consideration. The young and radical in and 
outside church circles had challenged the church’s role in the missionary work 
in relationship to the liberation struggle. The next chapter will discuss the 
changing role of the church in more detail, while its relationship to the radical 
movement is returned to later on. 

                                                
130. Helsingin Sanomat 7.7.1970, Suomen Sosiaalidemokraatti 7.7.1970.  



Chapter 3 

Proclaiming the Gospel or Politics? 

In addition to the youth organisations, another institution of Finnish society 
started to experience the African liberation struggle in a very practical manner. 
Almost all the Finnish population (approximately 90 per cent) belongs to the 
state church or other Christian movements in Finland. When measured by 
regular attendance in weekly church services, only a small percentage are prac-
tising Christians, many of them elderly persons. But the large membership has 
meant that many people who otherwise would not have come into contact with 
the reality of the African continent, experienced it through the church. Its mis-
sionary work was carried out in the midst of the national uprising, in Ovambo-
land, in the territory of South West Africa.131  

3.1 The Finnish Lutheran Mission in Ovamboland 

Of course I was delighted because the name of Finland was not strange to me as a 
Namibian, who was born and grew up in the northern part of Namibia, which is 
the part of Namibia where Finnish missionaries were very active since 1870. And in 
fact, the primary schools I went to, were schools organised and belonging to the 
Finnish missionaries in collaboration with the local people of the northern part of 
Namibia.132  

The history of the Finnish mission is popularly known among the people of 
Namibia and Finland, but it also has an international reputation. In the history 
of Finland’s relations with Africa, it has had a very special effect. In regard to 
liberation movements, and especially SWAPO of Namibia, the Finnish mission 
influence is without comparison. The role of the church—and especially the 
commitment of some of its servants—was instrumental in informing public 
opinion on the situation of the Namibian people. But the history of the mis-
sion’s involvement is not without controversies and complications. For that rea-
son, its activities will be given special emphasis in this study.  

Finland had done missionary work in Ovamboland in northern Namibia 
since 1870. The Finnish Missionary Society’s work was started there on an ini-
tiative given by the Rhenish Mission from Germany, which had already started 

                                                
131. When the missionary work began, the territory which later formed Namibia was 
legally no man’s land. It was inhabited by various groups of African people. The area 
under discussion was not occupied by Germany until 1884, when it became known as 
South West Africa.  
132. Interview with Nickey Iyambo, 20.8.1996. 
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proclaiming the Gospel in the south western corner of Africa. The Finns started 
to work in the northern part of the territory, where only some explorers had 
visited before. The newly established Finnish Missionary Society—which was 
an independent association under the auspices of the Finnish Lutheran 
Church—was regarded by the Rhenish Mission as suitable for work in the 
primitive part of the area, where circumstances were extremely harsh. 

The missionary work was done in a region which long remained outside the 
direct domination of the emerging colonial power, Germany. Finnish mission-
aries, especially Martti Rautanen in his capacity as an important adviser to sev-
eral Ovambo kings, contributed significantly to that fact.133 The colonial master 
of South West Africa after Germany was South Africa, which later consolidated 
its grip over Ovamboland. 

The main aim of missionary activities was to introduce the word of God in 
its Lutheran interpretation. Later on, a social and health service function was 
added. Especially during the Rautanen era, which stretched from 1870 until the 
1920s, missionaries had a role as go-betweens in their relations with the colo-
nists and Ovambos. Sometimes it was also hard to avoid taking a stand on po-
litical questions or relations between the rulers and the ruled. But the main 
principle was to practise a policy of non-interference and to build their own 
Christian community amongst the Ovambo communities. The work was never 
easy, because there was a continuous struggle for power and influence between 
the local chiefs, the white administration, and the foreign missionaries. The 
missionaries were mostly able to manage, because they put a lot of effort into 
adapting to the local circumstances as well as learning and developing the local 
language.134 They lived near the people as the only white people in the area, 
and gradually the locals learnt to trust them at least to some extent.135 

The missionary work was greatly challenged by the birth of the liberation 
movement SWAPO. At the end of the 1950s, the missionaries were worried by 
the unrest, which had broken out among the Ovambo workers and the first na-
tionalists, in relations with the South African administration. Most of the mis-
sionary reports condemned the actions of SWAPO. They were afraid for the 
continuation of their work. They reported uncivilised manners and false accusa-
tions made by the uneducated natives.136 Nickey Iyambo, one of the early activ-
ists, explains the church’s attitude: 

Because in the first place people did not know where the country was—something 
about Ambomaa, a little bit. But not really much in terms of the social and political 
difficulties the country was undergoing, because the duty of the missionaries was 
obviously to spread the good message of conviction and Christianity. It was not 

                                                
133. Eirola, 1992. 
134. The role of the missionaries has been studied and analysed by, e.g., Matti Peltola 
(1958) and Eirola (1992). Finnish missionaries collected and organised three local ver-
naculars—Oshindonga, Ukwanyama and Kuangali—in their written form. 
135. Väisälä, 1980:231. 
136. Juva, 1993:108–112. 
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very clear to them whether they also had to look into social difficulties of the coun-
try, particularly the political arrangement. They thought that was part of the local 
politics and they were from a far land and they should not really spend con-
siderable energy on political issues, but rather consider spreading the Gospel of 
faith.137 

Worried by the tense situation, the Missionary Society decided to make an in-
spection in the area in 1961. The inspectors chosen were the chairperson, Dr 
Mikko Juva,138 (an academic historian and a theologist, who had been a mem-
ber of the board since 1951), and the secretary of the society Aleksi Vallisaari. 
The delegation was hosted by the head of the mission in Namibia, Alpo Hukka. 
During the following seven weeks, the delegation familiarised itself with the 
situation in the territory, the conditions of the migrant workers, and the rural 
areas and people, as well as the mission stations and their work.  

Mikko Juva, who had been actively involved in the colonial question and 
had also come into contact with the liberation struggle through participating in 
the work of the international Christian and student organisations, had from the 
start taken a positive attitude towards the liberation movement. He urged the 
missionaries to take the movement seriously. To his disappointment, he did not 
manage to meet anybody from the movement itself, which he understood to be 
a result of the reserved attitude the Africans had towards all Whites and their 
institutions. The inspection trip itself did in the end have a profound effect on 
the future work of the local church. 

Mikko Juva was the first reformer in the Missionary Society circles. He had 
already met the head of the Evangelical Lutheran Ambo-Kavango Church (as 
the Finnish-formed local church was called) Leonard Auala, in 1959, when he 
was the first member of the Ambo-Kavango church who was allowed to travel 
to Finland.  

I had a discussion with him and I told him here in Finland, in safety and openly, 
that Finland has been for centuries under foreign rule, first Swedes and then the 
Russians, but when the time was ripe and we had had higher education, and the 
historical situation arrived, when we could declare our independence, we did it. 
And I’m quite sure that sometime in the future your country will achieve the same. 
... So it was in such general ideologist terms I spoke to him, but Auala’s reaction 
was a horrified one. And I understood it a few years later, when I learned what in-
structions Auala had received.139 

Before the trip to Finland Bishop Auala had been given a lecture by the admin-
istrator of Ovamboland, emphasising that he must represent the views of the 
regime when he went to Finland. He had to promise on oath, in front of the po-
licemen in the courtroom, that he would not say anything negative about the 
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South African administration.140 Dr Juva, for his part, was of the opinion that as 
a student of history he knew something about how nations develop, and 
thought that it was wise to tell Auala that he should not be afraid to think of 
future liberation.141 He could not understand what a difficult situation he had 
caused for Bishop Auala at that time.  

But then neither the Finnish church nor its Southern partner was ready to 
regard liberation as a realistic issue. During the inspection trip, though, Juva 
found out at the Teachers’ Seminars at Elim and Ongwediva that the younger 
students were very keen to learn more about the ideological and political ideas 
of the day, as well as problems of colonialism and the intellectual and national 
independence of the continent. He had to reply to questions concerning Marxist 
ideology and the theory and practice of communism. Dr Juva, a Christian theol-
ogist, might have been the first foreigner talking about such forbidden subjects 
publicly and openly.142 For the students, it was a surprise that somebody from 
the older generation was prepared to discuss with them subjects that many re-
garded as forbidden.  

Mikko Juva thought that the only possibility for the black people was to fol-
low the path of negotiations and passive resistance. The first reason for hope 
was the Ovambo nation itself. Although they were poorer than Blacks who 
lived in the police zone,143 their communities had been able to develop rela-
tively independently and they had not become a proletariat of the White peo-
ple. According to him, the Ovambos of the day had dignity and a sense of free-
dom, which could not be met in the South.144  

After the inspection, the group gave some recommendations to the Society. 
Many of them were concerned about the immediate needs and conditions of the 
missionaries for whom Dr Juva had developed a great respect during the trip. 
Even though he could not agree with the opinions of many of them, he admired 
the work they were doing. The Society’s attitude toward SWAPO had im-
proved a little. However, the majority of the missionaries were still against any 
such contacts. Many of them still had old patriarchal attitudes based on obedi-
ence to the authorities, including the South African regime.145 

The attitude of the older missionaries naturally could not be changed over-
night. The level and quality of action of the liberation movement did not con-
vince many of the missionaries of its seriousness and power. Many of them 
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were of the opinion that the current situation was merely turmoil caused by 
outside propaganda. The inspection group had worked out some guidelines to 
be followed by the FMS. The Society was not to take any active part in the poli-
tics of the country, but it was to follow very keenly what happened among the 
people of the country.146 As soon as the movement got its leaders, the FMS 
should establish contacts with them. Soon thereafter, the FMS did establish con-
tacts with Sam Nujoma. Yet, when Nujoma visited Finland for the first time in 
the mid-1960s, Juva and another supportive colleague—the Mission Leader 
Olavi Vuorela—paid for his tickets personally, being conscious of the negative 
attitude of the missionaries. Later on, Sam Nujoma became a regular guest of 
the Missionary Home in Helsinki. 

The younger members were quite sympathetic toward the liberation cause, 
because it reflected many of the Christian values of freedom, equality and self-
determination. Especially Aarne Hartikainen, the foreman of the printing press 
at the church centre in Oniipa, Ovamboland—where the only newspaper in a 
local language was edited and printed—was very sympathetic toward SWAPO. 
The attitude inside the missionary society developed gradually, not least be-
cause of the efforts of the enlightened chairperson.  

In 1962, Juva published a pamphlet Teollistunut Eurooppa ja teollistuva Afrikka 
(Industrialised Europe and Industrialising Africa). Its purpose was to present 
the current situation in Africa, as well as to advise the Christian community 
what was expected of it in this situation. In this booklet, Dr Juva states three 
different mental factors which influenced the development of the modern Afri-
can society, namely European political nationalism, European socialism and 
European Christian missionary work. Because there was no return to the past, 
the Christian community should take a stand in favour of the African liberation 
movement. Juva listed three standpoints which would help to form the church’s 
attitude. Firstly, the liberation movement was not a rebellion against God—
instead, the revolution provided a richer life for the oppressed people of Africa, 
as promised by God. Secondly, the church should make sure, that the move-
ment only accepted peaceful ways of resistance. This would be achieved 
through the education of its leaders by the church. Thirdly, Christians should 
always look for reconciliation. With these standpoints in mind, Dr Juva came to 
the conclusion that White men were still needed in Africa. However, Africans 
did not need them as leaders but as professional assistants.147 Juva’s pamphlet 
was distributed in church circles and provided a standpoint for reformation of 
its opinion.  

                                                
146. Interview with Mikko Juva, 25.11.1995. 
147. Juva, 1962:13–14. 



60 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

3.2. Taking a stand against racial segregation  

Within the Missionary Society, the situation became a matter of dispute again in 
1963, when Dr Juva proposed to the board that the Society should condemn all 
racial segregation and convey its stand confidentially to Bishop Leonard Auala 
and the missionaries. The idea of such condemnation had come from the inter-
national church bodies, whose discussions Dr Juva participated in regularly. 
The board was not ready for the statement and overruled it. The majority was 
of the opinion that racism was absolutely reprehensible but racial segregation 
was not. As a result, Dr Juva informed the board, that he would resign as chair-
person. He did not want to continue to lead an organisation that was unsure of 
its policies as regards racial questions. After Olavi Vuorela and Bishop Martti 
Simojoki had formulated a compromise proposal, the board was able to accept 
it. The new proposal was similar in content to Dr Juva’s proposal, and so he 
could continue as chairperson.148 

SWAPO, however, was not yet convinced about the role of the Finnish mis-
sion. The debate continued in August 1965, when SWAPO representatives Emil 
Appolus and Andreas Shipanga visited Finland on their own to meet with the 
FMS representatives. Appolus, the information secretary of SWAPO, gave an 
interview, in which he accused the Missionary Society of having betrayed the 
African people. He compared Finnish missionaries to Anglicans, whose schools 
had been closed and missionaries expelled from the country. The Finns, how-
ever, were acting in cooperation with the oppressive regime. That was why the 
departure of the Finns would do no harm. 149 

Dr Juva replied in his interview by saying that the attitude of the Finnish 
missionaries had changed a lot during the previous 10 years. They did not have 
paternalistic attitudes anymore, but worked under Black leadership. But a letter 
from Aarne Hartikainen confirmed that SWAPO was partly right. Many of the 
missionaries could not yet understand the conditions of the black people. This 
was due to the South African propaganda, which had convinced the world that 
things were in order in South West Africa.150  

Aarne Hartikainen was one of the first missionaries that were sympathetic 
toward SWAPO. He met Herman Toivo ya Toivo regularly, and respected him 
very much. Another missionary of the new generation was Mikko Ihamäki, 
who made personal sacrifices for the cause of Africans. It did not take long be-
fore the Ambo-Kavango church and the missionaries started to openly criticise 
the South African regime.  

But above all, the missionary society’s main work continued in the 1960s: 
educating Ovambo youth. The religious work was carried out more and more 
by the locals, under the leadership of Leonard Auala. Despite the difficulties 
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that FMS had in understanding the demands of the new situation, it was con-
vinced of its role in social and educational work. The Oshigambo High School 
educated many of the future leaders of SWAPO, who later on left for exile to be 
educated abroad. The flight of some of the students was assisted, this being the 
only way to rescue them from South African punitive measures. The missionary 
society also provided scholarships for young priests to study theology in Fin-
land. 

The SWAPO activists, many of whom had received their primary education 
at local missionary schools, do not have much that is negative to say about the 
church nowadays. A collection of statements from the Namibian interviews 
sound so similar: 

There is this historical church connection, which was the pressure point. The Fin-
nish mission church, with strong sentiments and ties to Namibia, always wanted 
the government of Finland to do something, to do more.151  

...Well, as there is some sentimentality about Finland, especially among the people 
from the North, because of the influence of the Finnish missionaries. So perhaps it 
was not difficult for young Namibians to accept to go for training in Finland be-
cause some of them were taught by Finns in many cases.152  

...That most probably around that time the contact between Finland and Namibians 
really got increased, because even the missionaries that were in Namibia at that 
time were getting involved. Like the late Mikko Ihamäki, who was also asked to 
leave Namibia, when he went to Finland and was not allowed to come back. He 
was in fact the one who came to Zambia that time to fetch the first large group of 
Namibians [to study in Finland].153  

3.3. Missionaries face problems in Namibia  

By the time the UN was taking a firm standpoint on the Namibian question and 
the World Court’s opinion on the termination of the mandate had been given in 
1971, most of the missionaries had become more understanding toward the as-
pirations put forward by SWAPO, especially the plight of contract workers. Re-
garding their work as even more valuable in the growing repression, missionar-
ies continued their activities in Ovamboland. After the closure of the Finnish 
consulate in 1971 on the recommendation of the UN, Finland’s only presence in 
Namibia was through the missionary society. Side by side with the increasing 
political and military presence of the South African regime, the church gave its 
attention and sympathy to the local population. Its relationship with SWAPO 
became stronger, causing further problems. 
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In fact, the change in the church was not as very outward-oriented as the 
South African government always wanted to believe and argue. In 1960 at the 
church convention the first indigenous church leader, Leonard Auala, was 
elected. He was first and foremost a servant of his people in the spirit of God. 
His courage seems only to have grown when the South African regime inten-
sified its segregation policy in the form of the homeland system. Bishop Auala 
started his political work gradually, on the basis that the church could no 
longer separate its message from the socio-political reality. But at the same 
time, he wanted to secure independence and space for the work of his church, 
which was getting harder all the time.154  

In 1971, the conflict between the church and the regime was brought fully 
into the open, when the leaders of the two Lutheran churches, Bishop Auala 
and Rev. Gowaseb, sent an open letter to the South African Prime Minister Vor-
ster to urge that the regime act according to the opinion of the International 
Court of Justice. One of the results of the letter was that the Finnish missionar-
ies became dangerous in the regime’s eyes. Foreigners were an easy target to 
blame for this disturbance. Bishop Auala’s position was secured, thanks to his 
excellent ability to moderate between the people and the regime, though never 
forgetting on whose side he and his church stood.155 The regime was of the 
opinion that there were ‘White brains’ behind the letter. Mikko Ihamäki, whose 
activities had been monitored for a while, and who was seen as a ‘leftist with 
provocative opinions who interfered in the politics of the area’ was suspected. 
He was also accused of mobilisation of the strikes which had occurred the pre-
vious year.156  

Another person who was strongly criticised during the strike was mission-
ary Rauha Voipio, who had just recently done the first socio-economic survey 
among contract workers. She wrote a booklet in Afrikaans, based on the survey, 
which clearly showed the misery of the contract system. Ms Voipio points out 
that it was written in a conciliatory spirit for the purpose of informing the 
White employees about the conditions, life and ideas of their workers. In spite 
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of that, the book was condemned by the White authorities and linked with the 
strike.157  

As a result of the withdrawal of the residence permits of Mikko and Kirsti 
Ihamäki in 1972, preventing their return to Namibia, SWAPO reacted strongly 
and sent a letter to the Finnish Government. In his letter, Sam Nujoma noted 
that South Africa had stepped up its repressive and punitive acts towards the 
population, and that also endangered the lives of Finnish citizens. SWAPO 
urged the Government of Finland to review the matter urgently and to take all 
necessary steps to protect its citizens.158 The missionaries and SWAPO had 
come a long way since the accusations of Emil Appolus in 1965, that the FMS 
was being indifferent. 

The Missionary Society, as well, approached the Finnish Government. It 
wanted to secure its work in Ambomaa, because particularly its education and 
health services were necessary to the local population. Mikko Juva from the 
society was of the opinion that the South African government, though they 
would like to, could not throw the missionaries out completely for fear of the 
consequences. The church was the only institution that was maintaining peace 
and order in the community.  

Nevertheless, the South African government was harassing the missionaries, 
which made the work unpleasant if not impossible. For instance, the printing 
press of the Ambo-Kavango church was blown up in 1973. According to Dr 
Juva, the Missionary Society did not practise any particular policy in Namibia, 
but served the people and the Ambo-Kavango church. The local church and its 
head, Bishop Auala, were leading the Christian community. Dr Juva requested 
that the Finnish Government express its support for the Society’s and the 
church’s work by, for instance, sending an official representative to visit their 
working area.159  

As a result, Finland’s chargé d’affaires in Pretoria, Kurt Uggeldahl, visited 
Ovamboland 5–12 July, 1974. It was emphasised that the visit was strictly pri-
vate and the purpose was to get to know the Finnish Missionary Society’s work 
in the area. During the visit Mr Uggeldahl was greatly impressed by Bishop 
Auala and was in general satisfied with the Society’s work. According to him, 
the conditions in the area were depressing. At his meeting with Commissioner 
General Jan de Wet, it was agreed that the Missionary Society’s presence in the 
area was important. Mr de Wet received Mr Uggeldahl’s complaints on the 
growing military presence in the school area, which he denied any knowledge 
of. Flogging as a punitive measure, recently introduced by the South African 
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created Ovamboland authorities, was explained as ‘tribal tradition’. The visit, 
which was meant as a sign of Finland’s support for the missionary work, had 
opened up a chance for diplomatic channels to observe the area. The realistic 
picture gained of the conditions under South African rule had a great impact on 
the Foreign Ministry’s Namibia policy.160 Up till then, the situation had only 
been monitored from Pretoria, which was of course giving a distorted picture of 
reality. 

In Finland, the clear expressions of solidarity by the Church and the Mis-
sionary Society were welcomed by the radical Africa movement. From time to 
time, the emerging discussion on the missionaries’ role in Namibia started to 
turn around: criticism against the Foreign Ministry’s rather passive policy was 
heaviest from the so-called conservative corners of the church and society. In 
fact, missionaries were regarded by some in the Foreign Ministry as already 
being too sympathetic toward SWAPO. But according to many missionaries, 
they were just consistent in their policy of serving the master of the day. The 
difference from the past was that the independent Ovambo-Kavango Evangeli-
cal Lutheran Church, which was now the employer of the missionaries, had 
taken a clear stand in favour of the popular opposition. It was estimated that 
most of the church members were also SWAPO supporters.161 The missionary 
society’s task, as well as the churches’, was to unite the people regardless of 
their race, ethnic origin or political affiliation. That was God’s message, after all.  

In Finland, radicals of the day often found themselves on the same side as 
the church, defending the Namibian people’s rights to self-determination. The 
Foreign Ministry, however, was not willing to assist SWAPO directly. Espe-
cially after Bishop Auala’s letter and Mr Ihamäki’s deportation, the SWAPO-
sympathetic church people started to put more and more emphasis on informa-
tion work in Finland. A suitable channel for that appeared to be the church’s 
international wing, Finnchurchaid. 

3.4. Finnchurchaid 
Another church body was also involved with the liberation movements from 
the 1960s. It was actually this body which later came into more direct contact 
with SWAPO. The Missionary Society’s main duty was proclaiming the Chris-
tian faith. Finnchurchaid was, on the other hand, a church body specialised in 
development and humanitarian work. While the controversies inside the FMS 
continued concerning its role in relation to the liberation struggle over the 
years, Finnchurchaid became very convenient for channelling direct aid to the 
struggle. 

The Finnish Evangelical Lutheran Church started to call its foreign aid ac-
tivities Finnchurchaid in 1965. In the beginning, the Finnchurchaid work was 
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included in that of the Lutheran World Federation’s (LWF) National Committee 
in Finland. In 1974, when the church’s foreign relations were reorganised, Fin-
nchurchaid was formed as a separate unit. The activities of Finnchurchaid in-
clude foreign assistance, recruitment of workers for developing countries and 
technical aid, scholarship and visitors’ programmes, and relations with foreign 
church assistance bodies, as well as information concerning foreign assis-
tance.162  

Finnchurchaid first came into contact with refugees from Southern African 
countries in 1966, when it collected money for the Mozambique Institute.163 Its 
umbrella organisation, the Lutheran World Federation, has as its main assis-
tance work been helping refugees, first in Europe, then gradually more and 
more in Africa. The financial support from Finland was collected from the 
member churches. During those years a lot of work was done in Tanzania, 
where many Mozambican refugees had settled. The Mozambique Institute was 
set up by Janet Mondlane, the wife of the leader of FRELIMO, Eduardo Mond-
lane, to look after the refugees. This connection between Finnchurchaid and the 
MI encouraged some of the more conservative students to join the Taksvärkki-69 
campaign. 

In general, Finnchurchaid did not engage in any bilateral cooperation, be-
cause all the work was done through the international ecumenical bodies like 
the World Council of Churches (WCC), which is more involved in advocacy, 
information and policy-making, and the Lutheran World Federation (LWF), 
which gives practical humanitarian assistance. The aid to the MI was also chan-
nelled through LWF. 

In fact, Finnchurchaid was considered quite a radical body compared with 
the mother church. That did not facilitate its fund-raising. 

The church itself was not at all one-sidedly favouring these projects. There was 
much resistance, and it was a small wonder that Finnchurchaid could continue. But 
at the same time it gathered all the church leaders to the committees. But Finn-
churchaid had at the time such a reputation that those ordinary conservative Chris-
tian people did not accept it. So all the support went to missionary work, and we 
had a really difficult time to get funds for any purpose. Some strong characters like 
Mikko Juva went on and linked the activities with the Christian proclamation in 
such a way that also Finnchurchaid became acceptable.164  

In that sense, Namibia was an exception to the rule. The FMS offered a natural 
link with Namibia for Finnchurchaid, which started to support Namibia. Fin-
nchurchaid had already participated in education of Namibians in the 1960s. In 
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1969, together with the Missionary Society, it organised Yhteisvastuu (Common 
Responsibility),165 a fund-raising campaign for Namibia. The purpose of this 
was to support agriculture and vocational training in Ovamboland. The cam-
paign was deliberately apolitical, targeted to the people of Namibia.  

But at the beginning of the 1970s, Finnchurchaid increased its support to 
Namibian refugees. The situation had changed drastically and more Namibians 
were fleeing the South African repression. Finnchurchaid concentrated on help-
ing those members of the Ambo-Kavango Church who had gone into exile. In 
November 1974, Finnchurchaid started a special fund-raising campaign on be-
half of Namibian refugees. Rev. Mikko Ihamäki, after having been expelled 
from Ovamboland, started to go around churches and congregations to raise 
interest and support for the campaign. The money was then used to buy clothes 
and other necessities, which were channelled through LWF to Zambia.166  

The reputation of Finnchurchaid caused some of the SWAPO-friendly mis-
sionaries to look for support from its structures. It was understandable that po-
litically more sensitive work was done by Finnchurchaid, because the mission-
aries wanted to continue their educational and social duties in the area.  

The mission had various views and various faces, so that some of them did not pick 
up the problems at all. Then some of them were very conscious of the problem but 
they could not respond to it through our conservative missionary institution, 
through the normal channels, because the Missionary Society had to work there 
and they were very cautious in guaranteeing their own space for work.167  

Later on, the Church and Mikko Ihamäki were crucial instruments in initiating 
and managing a specific scholarship programme for Namibian refugees, fi-
nanced by the state.  
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Chapter 4 

Finland’s Foreign Policy—Do Not  
Disturb! 

This kind of answer [not funding the student conference], which developed a lot of 
public discussion, actually hastened a reorientation in the policy. It was ambivalent 
there, and some people—Keijo Korhonen and a few other people, who were there, 
who were kind of hard-liners in this question—pushed it through, which finally 
backfired actually. It also reflects that in the political parties, there was a lot of sup-
port which the foreign office and the official decision-making could not resist in the 
long run if the civic society and political society were ready for that step. And we 
should also see that in the UN and elsewhere these questions became much more 
predominant. And because we co-ordinated our policy with the Nordic Countries, 
it was obvious that while the others had started [to support liberation movements], 
it was obvious that Finland could not keep its own line in these questions. There 
were many factors, but one factor definitely was that the liberation movements also 
made impressive gains, they became respected players in the international arena 
and they were granted status in different organisations.168  

In this chapter, we try to describe and analyse Finland’s foreign policy and its 
basic principles before 1973, and the change that occurred thereafter. The year 
1973 is chosen because it was the year when the most important decisions in 
regard to the liberation movements were taken by the Foreign Ministry. It was 
decided then that the liberation movements could be supported by the Govern-
ment. Before that, Finland was consistently and systematically refusing to di-
rectly support the liberation movements. It even went to great pains to discover 
new motives behind its status quo. In the background lay foreign policy doc-
trine, political realism, which was the leading principle amongst the foreign 
policy administration in particular. The political leadership initiated the change. 

The analysis is done on three different but interlinked levels: 1. The official 
foreign policy of Finland i.e. its bilateral relations with other countries and its 
national stand on international issues; 2. Finland’s policy in the United Nations, 
i.e. at the multilateral level; and 3. The informal NGO level. The analysis en-
deavours to show how all these interacted with and influenced each other. 

According to Timo-Erkki Heino, the most important question in the foreign 
policy debate at the turn of the decade 1960s–70s—as well as in the sanctions 
question in the 1980s—was the question of decision-making, that is, who ulti-
mately decided the foreign policy.169 We take his assumption as a guideline. 
We analyse how the internal and external influences of the civil society found 
their way into the decision-making structures—that is, into the political parties, 

                                                
168. Interview with Mikko Lohikoski, 22.12.1995. 
169. Heino, 1992:111. 



68 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

parliament and government as well as into the civil service. To have a real im-
pact in a country like Finland, which was in such a special situation in the Cold 
War world, a new line had to have rather wide support including large sectors 
of society to push for policy change. In the question of supporting the liberation 
movements, that kind of a support did grow.  

While this chapter follows a chronological order, the different levels are ana-
lysed simultaneously. Because the previous chapters introduced the main ac-
tivities and approaches at the NGO level, including the foreign policy discus-
sion that the activists initiated at the turn of the decade, this chapter concen-
trates more on the policy and its formulation at the official level. Finland’s poli-
cies in the multilateral forums and in the Nordic context, as well as at domestic 
level, are examined in relation to each other in order to analyse the causes and 
consequences of the different actions. 

Although the special emphasis is on the policy towards liberation move-
ments, certain general policy questions must be introduced in order to under-
stand the underlying foreign policy principles. The analysis concerning Fin-
land’s policy towards apartheid and South Africa is based mainly on the excel-
lent study by Timo-Erkki Heino.170 Many conclusions drawn from the devel-
opment of Finland’s standing on South Africa are applicable to its policy to-
wards liberation movements, because the questions of apartheid and colonial-
ism were closely connected. Finland’s official foreign policy thinking con-
cerning the whole of Southern Africa was naturally a strong reflection of its pol-
icy toward South Africa, and its viewpoints were influenced by diplomatic 
connections with Pretoria.  

Heino argues that there have been two dominant approaches to foreign pol-
icy in Finland. The first one is a ‘realist’ approach, which was the primary ap-
proach adopted by the official foreign policy decision-makers. The ‘realist’ ap-
proach is based on the state-centred idea of the international order, where the 
dominant feature is the struggle for power, defence of the survival of the state, 
and pursuing of the national interest. The focus is on Finland’s position in the 
Cold War and its requirements, especially national security in a narrow sense.   

The second approach is a moral consideration of the role of Finland in the 
world of injustices. This is based on the idealist principles of moralism and co-
operation in the international society. Having its roots in the first decades of 
this century when it influenced the establishment of the League of Nations, the 
moral approach was dismissed in the aftermath of the Second World War as an 
over-optimistic view of international relations. Realism took over and was effi-
ciently strengthened by the era of the Cold War and bloc politics. The moral 
approach did, however, made a significant comeback in the 1960s, this time 
dominating the thinking of the new radicals, who were imbued with ideas of 
solidarity, common responsibility and a new economic order. They demanded 
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that moral principles must be taken into account in foreign policy decision-
making.  

4.1. Finland formulating its position in the world after 1945 

In general, the African question was not high on the foreign policy agenda be-
fore the 1960s. It was clearly a side issue. After Finland’s independence, its for-
eign policy and diplomatic representation concentrated on Europe. Germany 
and Great Britain were important reference countries. With Africa still almost 
entirely under colonial rule at the time, Finnish diplomatic representation on 
the African continent was limited. By 1925, however, Finnish honorary consu-
lates were established in five South African cities: Cape Town, Johannesburg, 
Durban, Port Elizabeth and East London. Trade was the connecting concern.171  

The Second World War had a profound impact on Finland’s foreign policy 
thinking. The partial de facto alliance with Germany during the war against the 
Soviet Union had resulted in substantial areas of Finland being annexed to the 
territory of the Soviet Union. The seriously damaged Finnish economy had to 
recover quickly in order to pay the war compensations and accommodate half a 
million internal refugees from Karelia. Industrial development—which speeded 
up all over Europe—was the key to development as well as some structural ad-
justment from an agrarian economy to a modern one.  

New markets were sought all over the world. Since 1949, Finland had had a 
permanent diplomatic mission in Pretoria. Her exports to South Africa were 
mainly forest industry products, and she imported fruit from there. Prior to the 
1950s, South Africa’s racial policies did not in any way affect Finland’s relations 
with the country. Finland’s main interest was still in promoting trade. Her in-
ternal economic development was not to be harmed by any humanitarian viola-
tions. That was not even an issue. Only in 1955, when Finland became a mem-
ber of the United Nations, could the Foreign Ministry no longer ignore the 
question of apartheid.  

UN membership forced Finland to deal with global issues and perspectives 
instead of the former inward oriented policy, which concentrated almost fully 
on the Soviet Union, Scandinavia and Europe. Joining the UN in 1955 was not a 
clear cut decision for Finland, either. It was feared that it would harm her pre-
carious position. For that reason, Finland accepted in its UN policy in the 1950s 
a principle called ‘Enckell’s corset’.172 This meant not getting overly involved, 
but trying to further solutions which might gain support from all the super-
powers and when this was not possible abstaining from taking a stand. Finland 
emphasised its strong policy of neutrality and endeavoured to remain outside 
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East-West conflicts. Another important principle was to strive for a common 
Nordic policy. 173 

When Finland, for the first time, spoke out on its view concerning apartheid, 
there was no ambiguity in regard to the question of racism and apartheid in the 
Finnish policy. In Finland’s first official statement in the UN on apartheid in 
November 1959, Ambassador Max Jacobson stated that the equality of all, with-
out regard to race, was deeply rooted in Finnish tradition, law and social prac-
tice. Racial discrimination violated the sense of justice of the Finnish people.174 
Immediately after it joined the UN, Finland had been elected as one of the nine 
members of the South West Africa Committee, which had the task of collecting 
information on the territory and conducting negotiations with South Africa 
over Namibia’s future.175 In 1958, Finnish delegates had for the first time par-
ticipated in discussions on Namibia in the General Assembly, explaining that 
the relations between Finland and South Africa were most friendly and satisfac-
tory. Finland agreed about the need to continue negotiations with South Africa, 
reflecting the pragmatic Finnish policy in the UN.176 The relations continued as 
usual, bearing in mind that the missionaries were operating in Namibian terri-
tory.  

Regardless of its anti-racial sentiments, Finland still did not want to get in-
volved. Her problem was thus not the substance, but her interpretation of the 
rules and regulations of international law at that time. When the UN was dis-
cussing whether dealing with apartheid was within its competence, the Finnish 
delegation took the stand that apartheid was an internal question and should 
therefore not be dealt with. Finland held on to that principle for a long time, 
although the other Nordic countries had chosen the other side emphasising the 
human rights principle. Finland stressed that it did not favour the line of pro-
test that the other Nordic countries had adopted.177 

Finland’s standpoint was a logical consequence of its relationship towards 
the Soviet Union. It wanted to stay behind the legal agreements accepted by the 
international community in order not to make any mistakes.  

When Finland formulated its policy on different issues—for example, whether to 
support this or that, here or there—it was not only the issue of that country. It was 
considered also whether that example could be used to pressurise Finland to take a 
stand in another situation, which could be seen as an analogical situation, to take a 
stand which it did not want to take. So it was always in mind that once the world 
was divided in this Cold War situation, that if we take this step, we are more vul-
nerable, for example, to pressure to take a stand on another issue, one which we 
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would like to avoid. Therefore it’s better to abstain from the first step, if it leads to 
another one which is undesirable.178 

4.2. A medical doctor, not a judge 

This policy of neutrality was clearly spelled out by President Kekkonen, when 
at the General Assembly in 1961 he presented Finland rather as a medical doc-
tor than a judge. “It is not for us to pass judgements, not to condemn. It is rather 
to diagnose and try to cure”.179 For the first time since Enckell’s corset Finland 
had formulated its UN policy. This speech served as a basic principle of Fin-
land’s stand in international affairs for years to come.180 During the first decade 
of Finland’s membership of the UN, 1956–65, Finland’s policy was cautious and 
reserved. Finland refrained from making initiatives to be discussed at the UN 
and did not even put forward its own candidates for important positions there. 
Its low profile was also reflected in the low number of speeches in the forums of 
UN.181

 Attempts to act as bridge-builder became a reality towards the end of the 
decade, when the effects of the 1961 Berlin crisis and that of Cuba in 1962–63 
had receded and a period of ‘detente’ began to emerge. According to a profes-
sor of political science, Jan Magnus Jansson, Finland lived through a period of 
confirmation of its neutrality.182

 

In regard to South Africa, after the Sharpeville massacre in 1961, Finland’s 
attitude was only slightly reformulated. Finland voted in favour of the Resolu-
tion condemning apartheid. According to Heino, Finland’s basic position on the 
South African question was not deeply affected by that resolution, but rather 
there was only a temporary policy shift.183 As proof of this, it abstained from 
voting for the part of the Resolution where apartheid was seen as a threat to 
international peace and security. According to its general guidelines, Finland 
supported peaceful means of ending apartheid, emphasising negotiations with 
the South African government and being sceptical towards sanctions. Accord-
ing to Finland’s stand, the General Assembly did not have the mandate to de-
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cide concerning security matters and sanctions, but rather that right was only 
held by the Security Council. Furthermore, Finland held on to the principle of 
universalism, according to which no country should be forced to resign from 
UN membership.184 

UN membership also demanded that Finland take a stand on questions of 
colonialism. At the beginning of the 1960s, when many African states gained 
their independence and joined the UN structures, the remnants of colonialism 
were brought onto the agenda. There was a continuous debate in the UN con-
cerning Rhodesia and Namibia as well as the Portuguese colonies. Finland’s 
behaviour followed the general rule: always abstain when possible. It was re-
luctant to become involved. It preferred to maintain its trade relationships with 
Portugal and England. Finland’s passive attitude towards Namibia at the be-
ginning of the decade was not criticised even by the Missionary Society, which 
was the only other relevant reference point to Southern Africa. The society was 
still holding on to the status quo and securing its work in the area. Neither was 
the diplomatic representation pointing to any need for a change—on the con-
trary: the marketing effort had just begun to yield results.185  

But Finnish civil society was awakening to the Southern African question. 
The young radicals and leftist politicians were calling attention to the colonial 
and apartheid problems. They wanted Finland to include human rights and 
moral questions on the foreign policy agenda. When the colonial and apartheid 
question began to gain more attention in the international community, the 
NGOs used its resolutions in their national campaigns.  

Taking the radical groups in the UN as a framework to urge for economic 
sanctions, some of the interest groups in Finland responded to the boycott calls. 
In October 1963, Kuljetusalan Ammattiliittojen Federatio (Federation of Transport 
Workers’ Unions) and its major member union Merimies-Unioni (Finnish Sea-
men’s Union) headed by its leader Niilo Wälläri, started a blockade of South 
African ships and goods in Finnish ports. The boycott was inspired by initia-
tives of the international trade union movement and SYL, the National Union of 
Finnish Students. This time the blockade was called off practically before it 
started.  

In the following year, the Boycott Committee of Finnish trade unions, under 
Wälläri’s leadership, sent a letter to the Government calling attention to the vio-
lations of human rights in South Africa and pressing for a decrease in the trade 
between Finland and South Africa.186 With the establishment of the South Af-
rica Committee in 1965, the public action against South Africa was intensified. 
Together with the trade union boycott committee, it started a consumer boycott 
of imports from South Africa. This ‘brandy boycott’, named after one of the 
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most popular South African import products ‘Kap Brandy’, was especially di-
rected towards the state-owned alcohol monopoly. During the boycott, the stu-
dents organised public events, including a particularly successful teach-in in 
May 1966 at the University of Commerce in Helsinki, to heighten awareness of 
the South African situation.187 

This time, the boycott came into effect. The activities of the trade unions and 
the growing public protest were a clear warning to the importers and for the 
foreign policy decision-makers. The legation in Pretoria was not at all happy 
about the negative publicity that Finland received due to the boycott. Finland 
was worried about the trade possibilities. 

The Finnish Seamen’s Union’s import ban on alcohol is the first political act from 
Finland’s side which has caused loss in Finnish exports. “All depends on the Fin-
nish Trade Unions”, said Mr Sole (director of the Foreign Trade Department in 
South Africa). “If they continue their boycott actions, the trade cooperation with 
Finland must be reassessed. Trade cannot be unilateral. There are enough partners 
to trade with. On the contrary, Finland’s radical UN policy would not affect the 
trade relations”.188  

Until now, Finland had succeeded in not harming its good reputation in the 
eyes of South Africa, despite its protests—albeit rather mild—in the UN. 
Though South Africa was tolerant toward protests in the multilateral forums, 
there was a limit. Bilateral relations should continue unharmed, was their mes-
sage. Generally speaking, talk and resolutions in the international forums were 
regarded as relatively harmless, ineffective as such. But influence grew out of 
concrete action, be it a small thing like an effective boycott in a small country of 
a single brand of imported alcohol. Fortunately for Finland’s trade promoters, 
the boycott died down and it was business as usual. But the civil society had 
managed to show some of its strength, which was effectively exploited later.  

Meanwhile, the Finnish legation followed the events in South Africa through 
normal diplomatic channels. Their picture of the events was rather distorted, 
because of the views of the representatives. Contacts with the government were 
regular. The most worrying development was the security situation, which was 
getting more attention when the liberation movements’ armed wings started 
their first, although quite modest, sabotage actions. The South African Govern-
ment’s new security arrangements were closely monitored and reported to the 
Foreign Ministry. In contrast, the understanding of the racial problem was very 
superficial, to say the least. The Government’s segregation measures were 
praised as appropriate, and the black population’s position was considered to 
be improved by moderate political reforms. The radical policy of the black or-
ganisations was not understood, but criticised. 
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The racial question in South Africa will be solved by natural evolution in the course 
of time. This artificial urgency might mean a disaster for millions. Instead, con-
structive negotiations in the international forums, even threatening resolutions, 
might help to speed up the development. Effective sanctions or military interven-
tion would mean that this still peaceful part of the world would be thrown into 
chaos and great disaster.189  

4.3. The policy change in the UN after 1966 

For Finland, among others, the year 1966 was a point of no return. The policy 
change came about through several factors. Some changes were made by the 
Foreign Ministry to its Southern African policy. It was no longer correct that 
South Africa should be highlighted as a trading partner; thus, as a consequence, 
the marketing efforts went underground.190  

What was more important in 1966, was that the left-wing parties gained a 
clear election victory in the Finnish parliamentary elections. This naturally en-
couraged the radicals who were critical of the government. The victory led to 
the first ever left-wing majority in Parliament. It was followed by the formation 
of the Left and Centre party government called the ‘popular front’. The critical 
Social Democrats were finally in power. This change of power was to become 
an important factor in Finnish policy towards Southern Africa in the coming 
years. 

Another important issue to have an impact on Finnish foreign policy the 
same year was the Namibian question. The International Court of Justice had 
abstained from deciding about the status of Namibia after Ethiopia and Liberia 
had appealed for an end to the South African mandate. Instead, the UN General 
Assembly decided by an overwhelming majority to end the mandate and to set 
up a legal administrative authority for the territory. The Nordic countries, in-
cluding Finland, voted in favour of the Resolution and Finland’s Ambassador 
Max Jacobson was elected as chairman of an ad hoc committee which was to 
deal with the South West African question.  

The Committee’s work ran into problems when a common understanding 
on the Namibian question was not reached. Finland was pointing out the fact 
that the Committee’s proposals had to be in line with the possibilities for their 
practical implementation.191 However, the majority in the General Assembly 
voted in favour of establishing a Namibia Council. But the superpowers 
blocked the Committee’s proposal that the UN should take Namibia under its 
control. Finland abstained from voting. Furthermore, the incompetence of the 
International Court of Justice led to another, equally important development—
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namely, that SWAPO started the liberation war against the colonial regime. Fin-
land’s line was consistent: she abstained from voting on most of the resolutions. 
Only when 37 SWAPO activists, including Toivo ya Toivo, were detained by 
the South African government, did Finland vote in favour of the Resolution 
which condemned the act. 

As a consequence of its membership of the Committee, Finland’s policy in 
the UN was significantly activated for the first time. Her standpoint was secure, 
though, because the Namibian question was dealt with by a majority vote. 
When there was a risk of running into conflict between the superpowers, Fin-
land abstained. Finland carefully conformed to the resolutions of the UN, which 
it followed by the book. For example, in the Rhodesian question, when the Se-
curity Council for the first time adopted mandatory sanctions against UDI (the 
Unilateral Declaration of Independence) in Rhodesia, Finland adapted its na-
tional legislation accordingly. It was easy, because there was no trade between 
Finland and Rhodesia.  

Despite all this, the motives for Finnish policy change could, however, be 
brought into question. Or what else could be indicated by the following letter 
from Risto Hyvärinen to the chargé d’affaires in Pretoria? 

It is also important to realise the role of the South African question in present-day 
international politics. In my opinion it is not a moral question but expressly a ques-
tion of expediency. Nevertheless, it might be expedient to occasionally behave as if 
we were morally concerned. It has to be remembered that the interests of our over-
all foreign policy surpass our relations with South Africa. In spite of that—and 
partly just because of that—I find it expedient to maintain relations, especially eco-
nomic relations, with South Africa and even improve them.192  

Trade was the preference. It was not to be disrupted in any way. Pretense was 
used to cover it up, when necessary. But it had become politically unwise for 
Finland to be associated with the decreasing number of countries who refused 
to condemn apartheid by supporting UN resolutions. The South African ques-
tion was a matter of image, not a true moral question for Finland. But the ques-
tions of realism and moral had already emerged within Finland’s own decision-
making structures. The young radicals had, with growing intensity, started a 
discussion on the values underlying the foreign policy. The election victory of 
the left encouraged more discussion in the national press and official forums. 
The Missionary Society was assessing its position in regard to the South African 
regime.  

Despite that, not even in the Namibian question did Finland’s role really be-
come further activated before 1970. Until then, she had followed the policy of 
the other Nordic and leading Western countries. Since the establishment of the 
Namibia Commission, Finland’s position had been cautious. According to the 
Finnish UN representative, Max Jacobson, Namibia existed only as ‘a state on 
paper’, because South Africa was de facto controlling the territory. This deter-
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mined Finland’s policy on the question, because it epitomised the conflict be-
tween words and reality, a conflict which continuously weakened the credi-
bility of the UN as a medium for international cooperation. Finland’s priority to 
support the functionality of the UN had prevented her from playing a more 
active role in the process.193 The question rose in priority only when Finland 
was serving as a member of the Security Council in 1970–71.194 

4.4. The foreign policy debate in Finland 

The change in Finland’s national foreign policy had to be awaited for some time 
longer. Her policy in the UN did not affect the bilateral relations with the coun-
tries in question. In fact, one can argue that the UN had become another excuse 
not to act unilaterally. According to Kimmo Pulkkinen:195  

The Government and Foreign Ministry saw the United Nations as a vehicle, as an 
instrument through which and by which Finland could materialise her policy and 
deliver political statements. In retrospect, without criticism, I may say as my per-
sonal opinion that perhaps we tried to ride with this kind of policy a little bit too 
long. We kept many issues only on the UN level avoiding direct contacts and not 
taking a national position on them. Questions relating to the Southern Africa and 
the liberation movements were these kinds of issues.196 

The South African regime itself was, however, strengthening its position in the 
world. It was unashamedly refusing to comply with the demands of the inter-
national community and relying on its influence on bilateral levels. The West-
ern powers were, after all, with their strong economic partners, effectively 
blocking in the UN Security Council strong measures against South Africa. But 
unilateral boycott actions spread around the world. A sign of intensified bilat-
eral relations between Finland and South Africa—one of the countries still un-
sure of its position—was the establishment of a South African legation in Hel-
sinki in 1967. Worried about the growing public protest against apartheid, the 
South African Government began to defend itself. The legation was effectively 
disseminating information, as well as sponsoring studies and trips to South Af-
rica among its supporters in Finland.197 

In general, as described above, the end of the 1960s became a period of ac-
tive foreign policy in Finland. The concept of an active foreign policy was based 
on the view that neutrality and the endeavour to remain outside East-West con-
flicts were insufficient. The active phase brought with it ‘the external tension’ 
between national interests on the one hand and individual moral standards on 
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the other.198 Although there was quite a wide consensus on the foreign policy 
line being shaped by President Kekkonen, there were some disagreements 
around the relationship between neutrality and the obligations of the YYA-pact 
with the Soviet Union. The core question was, whether the active pursuing of 
neutrality could violate the YYA’s security aspects. Another issue which was 
debated was the tension between ‘idealism’ and ‘realism’. In one respect, it was 
a question of determinism versus voluntarism, i.e. whether Finland should ac-
tively promote changes in the international system or merely lean on its status 
quo role which had recently been confirmed in the East-West controversy. In 
practice, the question was about Finland’s position in the Third World prob-
lematique and in global peace and development issues.199  

The younger generation were the most active promoters of the ‘idealistic’ 
line of foreign policy. Especially students with language skills and training in 
international affairs were interested in global issues and wanted to move in the 
wide world beyond Finland. Thus, many of them had acquired experience of 
international affairs through NGO activities. They criticised the ‘realist’ line in 
foreign policy, which was based on the principle of national interest and prac-
tised by a hierarchical administration. Foreign policy was not exposed to de-
mocratic discussion outside expert groups inside parties and small papers and 
some books. Parliament’s role in foreign policy decision-making was rather in-
significant. And, more importantly, the foreign policy doctrine was based on a 
narrow concept of national interest. 

The younger generation forced foreign policy into public debate, which—
according to Heino—was the most intense debate ever witnessed in Finland.200 

This debate between the ‘gang of doctors’201 (the Foreign Ministry’s top offi-
cials, many of whom held centrist or conservative views) and their opponents 
in the ‘lads’ league’202 (who were leftist or social-democratically oriented young 
academics or politicians) was centred around the emphasis in foreign policy. 
The ‘lads’ league’ had actually grown up around UNTA and Committee of 100. 
They demanded ‘a new foreign policy’ which would be open to discussion, 
well-planned, effective, and infused with fresh ideas and personnel, as well as 
leftist in its analysis and approaches.203  
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It was a question of bringing new moral values into the sphere of foreign relations. 
The debate circled around the question, whether foreign policies should be con-
cerned solely with the national interests as narrowly defined or whether there were 
other values of broader dimension, which Finland should promote in her foreign 
relations. This was the fundamental issue, in my opinion; not only the national lib-
eration as such, but the question whether we should take responsibility for wider 
international issues than just the issues of our close neighbourhood.204  

The ‘lads’ league’ not only discussed, but also worked in other ways. The grow-
ing NGO sphere and its international connections provided an opportunity for 
the young radicals to create their own foreign relations, independently of the 
attitude of the official circles. The Southern African liberation struggle and pol-
icy toward the liberation movements was only one—but an important—
question where these two lines, the ‘realist’ and the ‘idealist’, came into con-
flict.205 

Former Minister of Foreign Affairs and Finnish Ambassador to UN, Dr. 
Keijo Korhonen has recently defined some arguments in the debate.206    
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4.5. Support from the official ranks 

4.5.1. Finland’s development aid becomes established 

Although the official foreign policy decision-making apparatus was mainly in 
the hands of the ‘realist’ civil servants, there was a small sector inside the ad-
ministration, that was more sympathetic toward the ‘lads’ league’. A Bureau for 
Development Assistance207 was established in 1965. The department proved to 
be an important communication channel between the NGOs and the official 
administration.  

Finland had already started multilateral development assistance at the end 
of the previous decade. The activity expanded to a common Nordic assistance 
in the form of a joint project in Tanzania. According to the recommendations of 
the Government’s committee for international development aid, Finland ought 
to give development aid like other countries having high technology and a 
good economy.208   

Development aid was more or less an image question, but also an important 
political vehicle. But at that time, however, this political dimension was not de-
bated publicly. No selfish motives were publicly connected with the devel-
opment aid. Having experienced several changes in its more than 30 years of 
existence, the Finnish development policy is once again under public scrutiny. 
During this process, interesting issues have been brought out, which also throw 
light on the motives behind that policy during the early years of its existence. 
Especially the relationship that development aid has to the general foreign pol-
icy line is interesting from the point of view of this study. 

This led, according to Korhonen, to overestimating foreign policy, and 
populism: 

Finland’s relations with South Africa have, in fact, ceased to be foreign policy in the 
strict sense of the term. They instead have added a new dimension to domestic and 
party politics while becoming an important instrument of self-congratulation in the 
realm of foreign policy. … Central principles of the policy of neutrality and UN-
policy weighted less than populist satisfaction.209  

For Korhonen, the essence of foreign policy is enlightened self-interest and the 
primary means for guarding it is security policy. He did not want Finland to 
become too deeply involved in world affairs, especially not in economic terms. 

According to Korhonen the generations that became politically active in the 
1960s had no experience of the fear, deprivation and insecurity of the Second 
World War. They took peace and security for granted. In Korhonen’s “rude” 
characterisation they were the “spoiled heirs of a tolerant society”. This genera-
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tion looked for international arenas where they would participate in the “awak-
ening and salvation of the proletarian masses of the South”.210 

According to Jaakko Iloniemi211—the first director of the Bureau and the 
author of the one-man committee report on Finnish development aid in 1995—
the political position was a relevant element in the thinking of those responsible 
for development aid and foreign policy.212 Development aid, being clearly in 
the area of foreign relations—even when directed toward territories with which 
previous contacts had been few—was to follow the line of the general foreign 
policy. And in fact, it was to be ensured that it was justified by several motives, 
in order to avoid its being connected with either East or West. The growing in-
ternational activity, which development aid entailed, was to open more chan-
nels for Finland to the world community away from the shadow of the Soviet 
Union.  

The Bureau for Development Assistance employed notable figures in its 
ranks. Iloniemi, who was himself a former secretary general of the National Un-
ion of Finnish Students, was joined by Martti Ahtisaari, director of YKA (Stu-
dents’ International Assistance), who had gained experience of development 
aid in Pakistan while employed by the Swedes, and Kari Karanko.213 The Bu-
reau was first operated from the premises of Finland’s UN Association, one of 
the participants in the development policy discussion.  

Martti Ahtisaari’s familiarity with Swedish development aid and its admini-
stration, SIDA, was regarded as an important asset. According to him, Finnish 
development aid was a response to the global challenge of how to solve the 
problem of poverty. It was supported from very different starting points: on the 
one hand, the leftist ideas of solidarity and support for liberation movements; 
and on the other, the liberal cosmopolitan thinking represented by the Swedish 
minority in Finland. Equally important was the basic Christian world view of 
common responsibility. Politically, Finland wanted to belong to the progressive 
Nordic framework.214 Finland’s social structures, cultural framing and political 
opportunities connect it in a permanent way with Sweden, Norway and Den-
mark. The multiple justifications were regarded as important in order to secure 
the widest possible acceptance for the activity.  

From a modest start, the development aid grew steadily. In 1972, the Bureau 
for Development Assistance became a department of the Foreign Ministry to 
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practise development aid in the form of projects, technical aid and staff recruit-
ment. The development aid budget had increased rapidly: the funds multiplied 
fivefold between 1968 and 1972.215 NGOs’ influence in increasing development 
endeavours was significant. The ‘development idealism’ of the popular move-
ments had mobilised support to increase development assistance. Finland was 
activated into global cooperation, pursuing a reformist development strategy, 
i.e. one that aimed to promote negotiated solutions to the conflicting interests 
between the industrialised and the developing countries. Solidarity toward the 
UN system became more evident. In development cooperation, Finland pre-
ferred social programmes. Justifications were drawn from the ethical and social 
democratic standpoints.216 

Nevertheless, the hidden agenda also influenced the development aid. Ac-
cording to one researcher, Lauri Siitonen, the strongest justification in Finnish 
development policy has been the political dimension: neutrality and support for 
multilateral institutions with the aim of securing world peace.217 Development 
policy has been a vehicle for practising the basic foreign policy doctrine. For 
that reason, the political authority has remained in the political department.  

We have had very strict borderlines between the aid and career diplomats. This has 
been a very significant characteristic of Finnish foreign aid throughout these years. 
There has been a division between the career diplomats and the aid officials. These 
things have been somehow mixed during the years, but there is still this basic sort 
of main line there, that the aid officers are not supposed to touch upon the politi-
cally sensitive areas although they seem to know much more about the content of 
that.218  

According to Karanko, the divisions between the political and aid departments 
have caused situations where decisions were made separately, not in unison. 
What is clear, though, is that the development aid was used as a foreign policy 
tool. Development aid was an area where Finland, while restricted by its geopo-
litical position, was able to manoeuvre to a certain extent.219 

When choosing partners, the East–West dimension was a crucial back-
ground factor. In the beginning, Finland was determined to avoid those part-
ners who were strongly labelled as belonging either to the Eastern or the West-
ern camp. This changed at the end of the 1960s, when strong political pressure 
groups and the example of Sweden led to a reassessment of the policy in the 
direction of showing solidarity toward those who had chosen the socialist path 
of development. This was due to the NGO pressure groups, which attracted 
sympathy, and their advice was listened to in the development aid department. 
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Accordingly, the African liberation struggle was followed and understood in 
the department, although it was not in a position to offer any financial or politi-
cal assistance.  

The political department, on the other hand, was not always pleased with 
the new tendencies in its own ranks. A former chargé d’affaires to Pretoria, 
Tauno Nevalainen, and others, expressed worry about Finland’s economic rela-
tions with the developing countries. He criticised the way in which the admi-
nistration of development aid was organised or, rather, not organised. The de-
velopment aid department was getting far too many resources to deal with 
rather unimportant matters, while the resources for economic relations with 
very important neighbouring countries were not allocated in a sufficient 
amount. Besides the younger political elite did not understand the African 
situation deeply enough, and was too hasty in looking for solutions. According 
to Mr Nevalainen’s understanding, the leaders of Africa only needed economic 
and technical help.220  

Nevalainen, surely, was not alone in his views, although similar viewpoints 
were not openly expressed. Rather, they materialised in an indifferent atti-
tude.221 As a result, the development assistance did not actually live up to its 
promises. Although it increased rapidly money-wise, its share of the GDP did 
not reach the goal of 0.7 per cent until the late 1980s. And content-wise, Fin-
land’s development aid policy was two-faced: radical global reforms were sup-
ported in the multilateral forums, but bilateral assistance remained modest 
compared with other Nordic countries.222  

4.5.2. Children’s parties allow communication with the top 
This did not bother the NGO activists for long, however. Meanwhile another, 
even more influential path to the inner circles of foreign policy decision-making 
opened for the radicals right from the top. As early as 1968—when the radical 
students occupied their own Old Student House in Helsinki to protest against 
the elitist policy of the Student Union—President Kekkonen, whose visit to the 
Old Student House was prevented by the occupation, showed sympathy to-
ward the radicals. His policy was to integrate rather than alienate. He, too, 
needed support for his new openings in foreign policy. 

This strategy, which proved to be right, enabled the young radicals to pre-
sent their policies directly to the President at special ‘children’s parties’, a de-
rogatory but popular term for the regular receptions at the presidential resi-
dence in 1968–71. From now on, discussion especially on Third World questions 
reached the whole population through all the media. Researchers studying 
radicalism in Finland have been convinced that this integration strategy pre-
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vented further frustration and radicalisation of the youth movement,223 unlike 
in other European countries e.g. in West Germany and Norway, at that time. It 
was important to create structures through which the youth leaders could ex-
press their aspirations.  

The impact was not only one-sided, however. It is not always understood or 
known that President Kekkonen was not only clever, but sincerely interested 
and sympathetic. According to Juhani Suomi, a prominent historian with a vir-
tual monopoly over President Kekkonen’s personal diaries, the late president 
was often more radical in his foreign policy than was his own government or 
foreign policy administration. He showed interest in development in Southern 
Africa and the points of view of the liberation movements and events on the 
fronts.224 The travels of Mikko Lohikoski and his colleagues were presented to 
and discussed with the President Kekkonen, and he was regularly informed 
about the news from the field. A sign of his sympathy was the ease with which 
the appointment with Amílcar Cabral was arranged. “So he [President 
Kekkonen] had a great readiness for certain decisions of his own. He could fol-
low his advisers, but he could also do exactly what he wanted,” says Börje 
Mattsson, one of the organisers.225 

Ilkka Ristimäki, an activist of that time remembers: 
In regard to the President and his position vis-à-vis youth organisations, the visit of 
the Shah of Persia to Finland [in 1969] created an interesting situation. This visit led 
to major demonstrations by the youth, perhaps the most violent demonstrations I 
can remember from the sixties in Helsinki. They were aimed against the Shah, but 
indirectly, of course, they turned against the President, who had invited the Shah 
and who was now hosting him. For the youth organisation behind the demonstra-
tors, this was a curious situation. As far as I can remember, in the minds of the 
demonstrators, it was somewhat difficult to understand, why Kekkonen, who was 
such a hero for these youth as the leader of the policy of neutrality and good neigh-
bourliness towards the Soviet Union, was here rolling out the red carpet for the 
Shah of Iran. This revealed another dimension of Kekkonen, which was confusing 
for the youth activists. One can now ask, whether there was some kind of Freudian 
aspect in relations to Kekkonen, who was such a strong father figure and was al-
ways trusted as a kind of good guy. Now how could this father deceive his chil-
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dren by inviting into his house somebody who was so strange to the ideals of the 
children?226  

As Ristimäki mentions, the improving relations with the Soviet Union were 
greeted with satisfaction among the young radicals. In addition, many of them 
had by now joined the far-left organisations, where friendly relations with the 
country they regarded as a model were placed on a pedestal. President 
Kekkonen, as a leader of the foreign policy was given the praise. And support 
did not only come from the far left, but also from among other political group-
ings, even from the conservative Kokoomus, liberal Swedish People’s Party and 
the Centre party—which, as the party of Kekkonen, was very outspoken in its 
Soviet support.  

4.6. The ‘rebel’ civil servants 

President Kekkonen’s apparent sympathy did not, however, materialise in any 
concrete political changes concerning the Southern African policy, let alone the 
Namibian question. Other foreign policy events closer home kept him fully oc-
cupied. After all, the core of Finnish foreign policy remained in European af-
fairs. Finland decided to conclude a free trade pact with the European Commu-
nity. ‘Detente’ in the superpower relations resulted in intensive activity in 
global affairs. The German question and European Security arrangements al-
lowed Finland to play a role in between the blocs. Bilaterally, the Soviet Union 
and Finland went through an active phase. In the UN context, Finland became a 
member of the Security Council in 1970, and Finland’s candidate was a serious 
contender for the post of UN Secretary General.  

Under the mainstream development, what was more important than imme-
diate practical changes was the general atmosphere of President Kekkonen’s 
sympathy, which allowed the NGO activists to present openly hardening criti-
cism toward the foreign policy line. And the criticism did not remain outside 
the official structures, but became a debated matter in Parliament. In 1970, the 
proportion of parliamentary questions concerning developing countries out of 
all the foreign political questions increased threefold from the previous year 
(from 8 to 25 per cent). The two following years were even more active in that 
respect: in 1971 and 1972, development questions constituted 44 per cent and 47 
per cent of all the questions. South Africa and the liberation movements were 
on the agenda several times.227 The Government’s and Foreign Ministry offi-
cials’ incapability to respond to the changing international circumstances was 
under criticism. 

The Foreign Ministry had started a training course for future diplomats 
known as KAVAKU. In 1970, for the first time, NGO activists had an opportu-
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nity via this channel to apply for recruitment inside the Foreign Ministry. For-
merly known as a fortress of Centre and Conservative party officials, the Minis-
try now allowed NGO, student and leftists activists to participate in the training 
course. This ‘rebel KAVAKU’ shook the old habits and traditions of the Foreign 
Ministry. And what was more, many of the candidates were accepted for a dip-
lomatic career.228 A new generation had entered the decision-making structures 
of Finland’s foreign policy. 

What we remember about President Kekkonen’s policy and his way of action in 
general those years was that he gave the younger people a certain freedom and cer-
tain areas to take care of. This understanding might have been so informal that 
probably the practice was never even introduced to the President. Therefore most 
likely it is not recorded anywhere. Africa must have been one of those issues that 
the President left to young activists. At least he did not prevent us from speaking 
about those issues. The President may have considered Africa as a ‘secondary is-
sue’ and thought that it does no harm if the boys play a little with it. This 
openedup for us the freedom and opportunity to seek support for African is-
sues.229  

The young officials were now bound by foreign policy doctrine and bureau-
cratic procedures. 

Definitely, everyone in the Foreign Ministry down to the youngest attaché knew 
what issues are such that they must be submitted to superiors in the line of com-
mand. Surely, if President Kekkonen would have considered African issues some-
how dangerous or would have been afraid that Finland might burn her fingers in 
playing with the Africans, he could have prevented it simply by saying: stop it. But 
he didn’t. On the other hand, I remember how Kekkonen often bypassed normal 
bureaucracy and gave certain issues to student groups or political activists as if 
thinking: let them talk about it, let them prepare the ground for it. The question of 
the liberation movement might have been one of these issues.230 

According to some critics, the recruitment of the radicals was simply a ‘sell-
out’, a strategy to silence some of the criticism.231 But the decision-making ap-
paratus, for its part, probably started to change as well, because now the new 
thinking made more inroads into the system. The Ministry also represented the 
composition of Finnish society more widely. 

The fact that a new generation of people was entering the Foreign Ministry meant 
that the debate which had been going on in the Finnish society—among the public 
and in the media—since the mid-60s, was now brought to within the walls of the 
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Ministry. Not that we would have lobbied or demonstrated or anything, as was 
suggested from some directions. Every official in the Foreign Ministry has and had 
also in the past always his or her political views as a private citizen. This was not 
normally affecting the way he acted in his capacity as a civil servant. It was the 
same in our case. The new blood flowing into the Ministry was not different in that 
respect. They had their views the same way as the old guys had their views. The 
difference was that now the composition of the staff at the Foreign Ministry was 
perhaps better reflecting the overall spread of opinions in the society than be-
fore.232 

4.7. Finland as a member of the UN Security Council  

In 1969, Finland was elected as a member of the Security Council for the first 
time, for the period 1970–71. Finland had activated its UN policy and was look-
ing forward to another possibility of making known its policy of active neutral-
ity, introduced by President Kekkonen at the turn of the decade. Finland 
adopted the role of an active mediator, trying to discover and propose compro-
mise solutions between the conflicting parties. It was fully according to the role 
that Kekkonen had formulated for Finland. This was a big disappointment to 
radical NGO circles in Finland, who would have rather seen Finland more as an 
initiator.  

Fortunately, though, in the Namibian question Finland saw some room for 
manoeuvring. It clearly activated its Namibian policy, adopting a policy of 
‘serving’ neutrality.233 Finland allied with African and Asian states in order to 
establish a special committee to deal with the Namibian question. In consulta-
tions with the African states Finland proposed that the Namibian question 
should once again be referred to the International Court of Justice. This time, 
the answer of the ICJ was rapid and positive: the South African occupation of 
Namibia was ruled illegal in 1971. In the same context, Finland made a pro-
posal that a special Namibia Trust Fund should be established, which would 
seek pledges from member countries to be used in Namibian development. The 
emergency programme for financial and technical assistance—started in 1968—
as well as training, would then be financed by the Fund. An additional element 
would be a scholarship programme for Namibians. The Fund was established 
and became operational in 1972.  

Some of Finland’s activity in the Namibian question was a result of the influ-
ence of the Missionary Society. As described in the previous chapter, the For-
eign Ministry started to get a better understanding of the Namibian situation 
through its contacts with the missionaries, who themselves had—at least for the 
most part—changed their minds about the South African policies in the region. 
That did not, however, indicate that Finland recognised SWAPO or other libera-
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tion movements. Its opinion was as before: no support should be given for vio-
lent movements. Instead, the international community should do its utmost to 
assist the constantly increasing number of refugees who had fled outside Na-
mibian territory. 

The Namibian question did get attention, especially because the Court’s 
opinion opened a new phase in the conflict. Finland could more freely vote in 
favour of firm resolutions condemning South Africa. Yet, it did not support any 
type of sanctions unless accepted by the UN Security Council.234 On the domes-
tic front, the liberation movements were not accorded any understanding at the 
Foreign Office, as the denial of funds for the SYL students’ conference indi-
cated. 

The active phase in the UN culminated in the contest for the post of the Sec-
retary General, in which Finland was seriously putting forward its own candi-
date, Ambassador Max Jacobson. In this respect, all diplomatic relations were 
used to support the candidacy. Mr Jacobson’s activities in African affairs were 
reinforced. That naturally increased Finland’s readiness for new openings in the 
African question. This corresponded well with attempts by the African coun-
tries to seek more support for issues that they considered important—that is, 
the colonial question.  

4.8. Outside influence intensifies 

4.8.1. The OAU visit to Finland in 1971 

Pressure to change the policy orientation also increased from outside. Finland 
had always regarded the Nordic frame of reference as important in its global 
policy. The other Nordic countries had for some time had closer cooperation 
with the liberation movements. Their governments’ policy in the UN was more 
radical. Sweden, especially, had a longer (social democratic) tradition of soli-
darity work, developed through building up the welfare state and not ham-
pered by the devastation of war. Sweden was also not subject to restrictions due 
to foreign alignments or affiliations, and thus was able to express rather unre-
served support for the liberation struggle—in contrast to Nato members Den-
mark and Norway, as well as Finland with its particular neutrality. All the 
other Nordic countries had more often voted together in favour of the radical 
resolutions, where Finland had preferred to abstain. Though Finland continu-
ously stated that it wanted to act in accordance with the other Nordic countries, 
in actual fact it followed a few steps behind.  

At their respective national levels, the other Nordic countries had already es-
tablished bilateral relations with many liberation movements. Sweden started 
to support the liberation movements in the Portuguese colonies in 1969. The 
Mozambique Institute was already given governmental assistance in 1964. 
Norway decided to support the Institute as well as MPLA in 1969. Denmark 
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was reassessing its bilateral relations with South Africa, and was about to start 
assisting the liberation movements. Its first assistance programme was 
launched in the fiscal year 1972–73. This naturally concerned Finland, which 
wanted to maintain its policy in cohesion with the other Nordic countries, but 
was not yet ready for any real changes in its national foreign policy.  

The independent African countries and their cooperation body, the Organi-
sation of African Unity, OAU, had started to take the struggle against colonial-
ism and apartheid more seriously—especially after the UN, at its 25th Session 
in 1970 had passed a strong resolution to end colonialism. The OAU was look-
ing for more political and financial support from overseas. It had established a 
special Liberation Committee and a Fund to assist the movements. In this con-
nection, Finland received a delegation from the OAU in October 1971.  

The preparation for this visit had started in the previous year, when the ini-
tiative came from OAU Secretary General Diallo Telli. He made it known that 
he wished to pay a visit to the Nordic countries in order to express his apprecia-
tion of their activity in the African question. In Finland’s case, the OAU Secre-
tary General was referring to Finland’s policy in the Security Council and to 
Max Jacobson.  

In this respect, Finland became concerned because it was preparing to put 
forward its own candidate for the vacancy of UN Secretary General.235 A posi-
tive attitude was taken towards the visit, and a special contribution for the lib-
eration movements was planned. The Luthuli Foundation, which had been set 
up in Addis Abeba the previous year, was identified as a suitable beneficiary. 
Sweden had been the founding member of the Foundation and had donated a 
sum equivalent to 160,000 FIM for its scholarship programmes.236 Finland de-
cided to contribute 50,000 FIM and to publicise the donation in connection with 
the OAU visit. 

In the end, Mr Telli’s visit in the spring had to be cancelled due to other 
commitments. Instead, a large and high-ranking delegation led by the then 
OAU President, the President of Mauritania, Ould-Daddah, was planning to 
make a tour in the Nordic countries. The visit was to be made at a high level. It 
would take place right after the UN Special Session on Namibia, which was ex-
pected to react according to the decision of the International Court of Justice 
concerning Namibia’s legal status.  

The delegation was welcome in Finland, and the preparation of the pro-
gramme was given special attention. The OAU made it known that they wanted 
especially to discuss the Nordic trade with South Africa. For Finland, which 
was actively pursuing its trade with South Africa, that was not an easy subject. 
The national daily Helsingin Sanomat had already commented on the coming 
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visit in September, saying that the Foreign Ministry was handling the visit ‘with 
a long stick’, i.e. carefully, because the discussion on the South African situation 
would not be pleasant.237 But the visit was instrumental for Finland in connec-
tion with the Secretary General contest.238 It was important to indicate that Fin-
land’s candidate would be supportive to the African cause.239 This being so, 
Finland was able to swallow somewhat sharper criticism than usual.  

However, stronger forces were mobilised against Finland’s dream of a Secre-
tary General. As far as we know, Mr Jacobson’s candidacy was stopped by the 
Soviet Union at an early stage. In a Cold War world, there was no room for Fin-
land to increase its role beyond certain limits.  

Anyway, the OAU visit materialised and produced other important results. 
During the visit, the delegation held talks with President Kekkonen and the 
Foreign Minister, Väinö Leskinen. The African situation, the Namibian ques-
tion, and sports and trade boycott against South Africa were brought up. The 
delegation expressed its satisfaction with Finland’s activity in the Namibian 
question, and asked for more support for the decolonisation process in Africa. 
President Kekkonen reminded them of Finland’s well-known policy of neutra-
lity and support for decolonialism. He reaffirmed his country’s non-acceptance 
of violence as a means of solving international conflicts, and welcomed the pro-
posal for a dialogue inside South Africa.  

At the meeting with the Foreign Minister Leskinen, Finland’s policy of not 
directly supporting movements which used violent means was reaffirmed. In-
stead, he claimed, Finland channelled its support though UN funds. However, 
Leskinen informed the OAU delegation that Finland would consider channel-
ling assistance to the OAU Liberation Fund for humanitarian purposes. Fur-
thermore the delegation thanked the private organisations which had sup-
ported the liberation struggle.240  

As a result, in the following year, 1972, Finland decided to include the OAU 
fund among its humanitarian aid channels and a first contribution of 24,000 
USD was made.241 Finland was the first Western country to contribute to that 
fund. The decision was remarkable also in the sense that Sweden had decided 
not to channel funds via the liberation fund—the reason being simply that it 
preferred to support the movements directly, even though it was supporting 
the work of the liberation committee itself. So far, Sweden’s example in choos-
ing the appropriate channels had always been crucial to Finland, so in that re-
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spect Finland’s unilateral contribution to the fund was quite unique. On the 
other hand, though, Finland clearly preferred an international fund to individ-
ual movements as the recipient of its contribution, thus keeping at a distance 
from the liberation movements.  

4.8.2. Liberation movements approach the Finnish Government 
Meanwhile, the liberation movements had increased their influence in the Nor-
dic countries. Until then, only SWAPO had had a permanent representative in 
Finland. Alongside his studies, Nickey Iyambo was mobilising Finns on behalf 
of Namibia. He tells here about his gradual strategy to mobilise Finnish society: 

Slowly but surely we expanded the horizon from the student organisation to the 
mass organisations of Finnish society, particularly the trade unions and indeed the 
political organisations. And in those days, it was the political organisations of the 
left of the political spectrum that were more forthcoming than those of the right po-
litical spectrum. Now after that, it was the time to expand this to the academics. 
And soon we found Africa and African affairs discussed in seminars, seminar pa-
pers prepared, and that people even introduced some texts where African history, 
Africa politics, African sociological perspectives and information were discussed. 
And because of that, I realised quickly that indeed, soon or later, we would get to 
involve governments of those countries as well. By the time we talked to govern-
ments, we then had assistance from the citizens of those countries, students in par-
ticular, members of political parties of the left political spectrum, and soon thereaf-
ter academics. They were not many people that came up in the beginning. But soon 
thereafter, a few African research papers were produced. That is how the interest 
was developed.242  

As we have seen, the presence of Nickey Iyambo was an inspiration to many 
activists and a source of information. Nickey Iyambo’s work was occasionally 
supported by a visiting delegation from SWAPO. For instance, Sam Nujoma 
visited at the invitation of the Africa Committee in 1969. When Mr Iyambo 
started to study medicine, in 1971, SWAPO assigned a representative to Stock-
holm.  

Janet Mondlane was the main organiser for Mozambique. No other 
FRELIMO representatives were needed in Finland, because in connection with 
the Operation Day’s Work campaign, Taksvärkki, a lot of information on Portu-
guese colonies and the struggle was disseminated. 

And my job was to mobilise and dynamise these Nordic governments to under-
stand what this struggle meant for the independence of Mozambique. That was 
really my job. FRELIMO didn’t get into it until later on. I began in Sweden in 1965, 
and worked very hard almost up to independence, really up to independence.243  

In 1970, MPLA from Angola opened an office in Stockholm. The representative, 
Antonio Neto, visited Helsinki from time to time. The Angolan situation got a 
lot of publicity after Börje Mattsson’s and Mikko Lohikoski’s visit to the liber-
ated areas. Discussion centred around the question of which liberation move-
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ment was the ‘true’ popular movement. The far left organisations were strongly 
promoting MPLA, mainly because it was the closest ally to the Soviet Union. 
On the diplomatic front, on the other hand, FNLA was being monitored. Other 
liberation movements like ZAPU, ZANU and ANC visited Finland during spe-
cial events at the invitation of different organisations. 

The representatives of the liberation movements had learned their lessons 
on foreign policy well. They approached the Government of Finland with great 
care, aware of Finland’s delicate international position. 

Finland was very traumatised and neurotic by the fact that it had this border with 
the Soviet Union. And it seemed to determine a lot of Finnish policy. At least this is 
what I was told at the time. At the same time, they were walking the tight-rope 
with their Western allies. But really I sympathise with Finland, and I think it made 
the political life a bit difficult. I felt there was a lot of resentment about the Soviet 
Union—about what had to be done and what positions could be taken. But one 
must say that if they had to work with or please or be careful with the Soviet Un-
ion, the liberation movement wouldn’t have disturbed that at all, because the So-
viet Union was involved with liberation movements. Like at that time the whole 
Eastern bloc. But it was very difficult for the so-called Western bloc to be allied or 
seem to be talking with these revolutionary movements. ... I remember Erkki Lii-
kanen explaining to me the complications of the foreign policy. It was something 
that I could understand and take into account, because I came from a society with a 
much wider way of looking at the world—I wasn’t confined to the Mozambican 
viewpoint. So it was easier to cultivate the Nordic countries.244 

The Mozambique Institute never applied for or received any funds directly 
from the Finnish Government. The MI was satisfied with the cooperation with 
students. When Janet Mondlane met the government representatives, she lob-
bied support for the struggle in general, that is for FRELIMO. 

For the representatives of the liberation movement, it became clear that the 
good relationship with the Soviet Union was an insufficient, if rather necessary, 
asset for seeking support from Finland. Finland was not another satellite of the 
Soviet Union, although influenced by it. In the world of Realpolitik, even though 
it was easier for Finland to support movements which were on good terms with 
its big neighbour, Finland also had to be careful to earn the acceptance of the 
Western world. Thus it always wanted to emphasise the humanitarian aspect in 
its policy, and as a result preferred international humanitarian channels for ex-
pressing its support. Even though some NGOs used as a model the Soviet Un-
ion’s policy of supporting the liberation struggle through all means, this ap-
proach could be turned upside-down when Finland’s foreign policy officials 
were approached. One had to bear in mind the other side of Finnish foreign 
policy: it was also important to minimise the influence of the Soviet Union. 

This paradox was well known by SWAPO representative Nickey Iyambo, 
who was introduced to Finnish society and Finnish political thinking right from 
the bottom. He came, after all, to study political science.  
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What we were told those days was that Finland also had a very delicate political 
situation of its own. Being a country sandwiched between East and West means 
that although Finland has been for a long time a Western country, it had the then 
Soviet Union as a neighbour under a different political system than Finland’s. It 
was cleverly balancing its own position between the East and West, Finland of 
course being a Western country. So I think because of its policy of neutrality there 
was sometimes, should I say, a disinterest as far as remote issues were concerned, 
in this case Namibia. It was a question whether Finland had something to gain if it 
takes an active participation and side in African politics. Because those countries 
that did colonise Africa, of course, had all the monopoly of information that was 
spread all over the world. You had a trade between Finland and South Africa. And 
Finland, unfortunately, had to balance between what it was getting in trade with 
South Africa and to compare it with the simple word and statement of Nickey 
Iyambo, who was a student of Finland.245  

In the Namibian and South African cases, as Mr Iyambo rightly points out, the 
South African trade aspect played a significant role. SWAPO, which was heav-
ily supported by the Soviet Union and other socialist countries, was carefully 
evaluating the benefits it could obtain from Finland, among other Western 
countries.246 In that regard, it had to respect Finland’s more delicate interna-
tional position as compared to Sweden’s, for example.  

Finland recognised that she was a neutral country, but with a superpower border. 
Because of that neutrality Finland was unlike Sweden, which had what you want to 
call an active neutral policy in terms of speaking out. Sweden was neutral but al-
ways ready to speak out openly. Finland chose the road of quiet diplomacy, so to 
speak. This is maybe the difference between Finland and Sweden. Open vocal, neu-
tral policy approach for Sweden and quiet diplomacy kind of an approach for Fin-
land. And when Finland realises that most probably she would be involved in the 
humanitarian causes, I think that was an even more comfortable position for Fin-
land. And of course we also were quite realistic, because it was obvious.247 

SWAPO used a strategy that was adapted to the country in question and prag-
matic in its approach, in order to secure the widest possible international sup-
port.  
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We knew it would have been pointless, it was not even a measure to discuss, to re-
quest or ask arms from any Western countries. It was clear. So we made therefore 
the distinction that when it comes to education, we can ask help from anybody in-
cluding the socialist countries. But in addition to education, from the socialist coun-
tries we can ask arms. When it came to the West, we knew the question of request-
ing arms was out, but we could ask for scholarships and financial assistance. So we 
then said if that continues, we get scholarships and arms from the socialist coun-
tries, scholarships and financial assistance and other political support from both of 
them, wherever possible depending now what is the issue at stake. We were really 
comfortable with that. ... Of course we condemned, we did condemn any relation-
ships that there were between the West and our colonisers, we did condemn when 
those relationships were economic relationships, or military relationships or per-
haps financial relationships in terms of trade. Those were condemned by us, but 
they did not go so far that, for instance, as cutting off the contact with them. There 
were always ways and means of continuing talking to these people.248 

Nickey Iyambo met often with his colleagues in the Soviet Union, where many 
were studying and undergoing military training. But as to mobilisation in Fin-
land, his expertise was superior. “I was a Master of Finnish politics and Finnish 
international relations. There wasn’t anything that they could tell me.”249 
Iyambo felt he recognised the Finns’ need to mirror themselves through the So-
viet Union. And exactly for that reason, he preferred to apply an independent 
strategy in terms of Finland, not treat it as a satellite.  

4.9. Winds of change from the field 

4.9.1. Chargé d’affaires to Pretoria dismissed 

While the Foreign Ministry was still holding firmly onto the status quo in its 
foreign policy toward the Southern African question, it started to receive differ-
ent messages even among its own ranks. First of all, a new chargé d’affaires, 
Jaakko Lyytinen, was assigned to Pretoria in 1969. His style differed fundamen-
tally from that of his predecessor, whose one-sided view he criticised more or 
less openly.250 Lyytinen’s reports on the events in his station country bypassed 
the official rhetoric and tried to present the reality behind the facade. In 1971, 
for instance, he reported the difficulties which occurred among the missionaries 
when the World Council of Churches made an about turn in its opinion on 
South African apartheid and condemned the South African policy. Many priests 
were expelled from the territory by means of false accusations.251 Lyytinen also 
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paid a lot of attention to the liberation movements, as well as political trials and 
prisoners—such cases were steadily increasing. 

Lyytinen’s opinions on the South African situation did not please many. In 
the decision-making apparatus, heavily influenced by the trade community, his 
messages raised concern. According to them, humanitarian questions were in-
ternal matters, not to be bothered with at all. This was indicated in the same 
context as when the new department of development aid was criticised. When 
he proposed that the status of the diplomatic representation should be lowered 
to a consulate, he simply went too far. Lyytinen was called back from Pretoria. 
In the end, he was dismissed from the Ministry in 1973.  

This incident soon became an object of public debate. In Finland it is normal 
practice that nobody is dismissed from public service without serious miscon-
duct. The Swedish press reported his case and claimed that Finland was seri-
ously considering breaking off diplomatic relations with South Africa.252 The 
Government was asked about the reason for his dismissal. This even prompted 
debate in Parliament on Finland’s South African policy line. Any connection 
between his dismissal and his proposal on the diplomatic representation was, 
however, denied. He himself considered it certain that his views were not liked 
by the trading companies, and that he was being harassed.253 No official expla-
nation for his dismissal was given. Diplomatic relations and trade connections 
continued as usual. The documents concerning Lyytinen’s case are not open to 
public investigation. Lyytinen himself is no longer here to tell his story. His 
case, again, refuelled the public discussion on Finland’s Southern African pol-
icy, hastening its demise some time later. 

Finland’s missionary work had been another reason for the diplomatic mis-
sion to behave well in the eyes of South Africa. Despite the flourishing trade 
relations and passive diplomacy, the missionary work in Namibia had in fact 
run into serious trouble. That was because the church itself no longer wanted to 
be a passive bystander as regards the events in the area. The church’s critical 
attitude toward the illegal administration in Namibia had grown side by side 
with the debate in the international forums. In 1971, the church leaders had 
openly handed a letter to the South African Prime Minister to demand South 
African withdrawal from Namibia. The printing press of the church was 
bombed. Finally, in October 1972, the best-known advocate of SWAPO in the 
Finnish Missionary Society, Mikko Ihamäki, was denied entry to Namibia when 
he intended to return to his duty in that country. When in Finland, among 
church members there, Rev. Ihamäki started to use his expertise in mobilising 
understanding and support for the Namibian people, becoming rather success-
ful. In the conservative church circles, the Finnish government’s position of not 
expressing clearer support for the people of Namibia was becoming a target of 
criticism.  
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All this also worried the diplomatic mission, although Ovamboland was not 
under its surveillance. The consulate in Walvis Bay had been closed down 
when the UN had terminated the mandate and assumed responsibility for gov-
erning the area. However, Finland’s host country in Pretoria, South Africa, was 
the de facto government of the area and did not want to let go. Finland’s image 
was in danger, once again, because of the critical missionaries. Finland went to 
great pains in order to accommodate the double pressure, because ending the 
diplomatic relations was totally out of the question.  

4.9.2. Active Finnish community in Dar es Salaam 

In Dar es Salaam, the Finnish community came into close contact with the lib-
eration movements. Dar es Salaam was host to most of them and the OAU lib-
eration committee was situated there, so it was natural to communicate with 
the movements’ activists. Tanzania promoted their cause, and this support was 
personified in President Nyerere’s vocal support. Also in connection with the 
Taksvärkki Campaign, the links of the Embassy and the Finnish expatriate com-
munity with the Mozambique Institute and FRELIMO increased. As a matter of 
fact, the members of the expatriate community assisted the movements in their 
spare time.  

The community of the Finnish expatriates and their spouses in Dar es Salaam was 
very active. A few months after I had arrived with my wife, we spontaneously or-
ganised a study group of those members of the community, who were interested in 
development and liberation issues. That must have been sometime in February or 
March 1974. It was called the Action Group Jumatatu after the Swahili name of the 
day of the first meeting. We were especially involved with FRELIMO, as the or-
ganisation had its headquarters in Dar es Salaam. We had many contacts with the 
FRELIMO camp, they came to address our study circle and we donated blood and 
did volunteer work for the organisation. There was an accountant among us who 
helped them to keep their accounts. This was very pragmatic and practical support 
to FRELIMO civilian headquarters.254 

Finland had found it expedient to recruit people with practical experience of 
developing countries to its new missions in developing countries. In 1973, 
Martti Ahtisaari from the Department of Development Cooperation was nomi-
nated as Ambassador to Tanzania. He was assisted by the young attaché 
Kimmo Pulkkinen, who had entered the Foreign Ministry through KAVAKU 
and dealt with the African question as one of his first tasks. They continued 
strengthening the links which Kari Karanko—the development aid officer of the 
Embassy since 1971—and missionaries Marja-Liisa and Lloyd Swantz255 had 
already built with SWAPO and other liberation movements in the 1960s.  
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SWAPO’s activists had found their way to Tanzania (then Tanganyika) at 
the beginning of the 1960s. The Old Location demonstrations in Windhoek and 
the growing protest among the contract workers in Cape Town and inside Na-
mibia became too much for the regime to tolerate. Small numbers of activists 
left for exile. The first Namibian ones came from Cape Town, ending up in Tan-
ganyika, considered a friendly country. American missionary Lloyd Swantz, 
who was assigned to Dar es Salaam to organise religious and humanitarian 
work among the refugees, actually accommodated Sam Nujoma when he first 
came as a refugee from South West Africa in 1960. Dr Swantz and his wife, 
Marja-Liisa, helped for quite some time with clothes, bread and later even with 
a house and an office for the approximately 100 so-called ‘students’ in the early 
days of SWAPO in Dar es Salaam.256 Mikko Juva, familiar with the Namibian 
situation and SWAPO, visited Dar es Salaam a few times in the context of his 
duties in the international Christian organisations. Their personal understand-
ing of and sympathy toward the still rather modest SWAPO organisation had a 
strong influence on the diplomatic representatives later posted in Dar es Sa-
laam. 

According to Martti Ahtisaari, the atmosphere in Dar es Salaam was charac-
terised by development optimism and trust in the future.257 While the Ministry 
in Helsinki was still thinking of opening links with the liberation movements, 
its staff members in Dar es Salaam were already doing it in practice. They had 
several times passed requests from different liberation movements over to the 
Foreign Ministry and inquired if the Ministry would take a stand on the matter. 
According to them, assisting the liberation movements would not do any harm. 
But their hands were tied, and their actions limited to only personal and volun-
tary assistance. In any case, their open communication with the liberation 
movement representatives helped the Foreign Ministry to start considering the 
movements as partners.  

4.10. NGO letter to the Foreign Ministry 

The train kept moving rather fast in the NGO sector. After the Taksvärkki Cam-
paign, the Students’ Conference and Cabral’s visit, it had become evident that 
political parties were ready to increase support to the liberation movements. 
The Social Democrats, still a leading party and the holder of the Foreign Minis-
ter’s portfolio, had for a long time indicated a change in their attitude. The 
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movements themselves had gained considerable victories in the international 
arena and earned more recognition. The Namibian question faced a new phase 
with the court ruling in 1971. Only the Foreign Ministry administration was 
firm in its policy. 

The NGOs’ own financial and material support to the liberation movements 
increased steadily in scope and extent. After its conference, the National Union 
of Students, SYL, continued its collection of funds for PAIGC and included also 
MPLA, FRELIMO and SWAPO. The International Solidarity Foundation do-
nated funds to MPLA, FRELIMO, PAIGC, SWAPO and ZANU. The Africa 
Committee, together with the Emmaus Association, started to collect clothes for 
MPLA. The students of medicine planned to co-operate in collecting medicines 
for Angola. Financially, these were small fish, compared with the need for re-
sources demanded by the liberation struggle. 

It was evident that state funds were needed to secure continuous and large-
scale financial support for the movements. Discussions centred around the 
method whereby this support would materialise. Liberation movement repre-
sentatives (Janet Mondlane from the MI and a delegation from ZAPU, among 
others) visited Finland and met officers in the Ministry, presenting repeated 
demands for aid with no results. 

But in fact, in the Foreign Ministry some preparations were already under 
way. The Ministry gave general guidelines to its diplomatic missions on its pol-
icy toward revolutionary and independence movements. The Finnish diplo-
matic representatives should treat the liberation movements recognised by the 
UN Resolutions in a flexible and sympathetic way.258 The four-page guidelines 
were very detailed, and had understandably required a lot of work from the 
political department to determine what was the difference between a rebel 
group and a ‘seriously regarded’ liberation movement! However, for the first 
time ever, it was preparing to take the movements seriously.  

The NGO activists were quite well aware of the events in the Ministry. Ka-
levi Sorsa, who had been the chairperson of the Cabral Reception Committee, 
became Foreign Minister in 1972. He had been a strong advocate of the libera-
tion movements, criticising his colleague, the former Foreign Minister Leskinen, 
for employing double standards.259 But he lacked the courage to push for 
change in the policy on liberation movements on his own initiative. But if there 
was a clear proposal and pressure from outside, it would be regarded in a posi-
tive light, he advised. 

Based on that, the Africa Committee made a proposal, that all political par-
ties and the relevant NGOs should prepare and sign a memo on the liberation 
movements to petition the Finnish government to recognise those movements 
and channel aid to them. The Cabral Reception Committee was set up again, 
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and a comprehensive memo was written by Mattsson, Pyhälä, Marianne Tarkka 
and Kristina Vanajas. Pyhälä soon joined the civil service, and abstained from 
his NGO activities. In the Ministry, however, he was given the tasks of assess-
ing and reporting on the events on the liberation front.260  

The petition letter was handed to the Foreign Ministry on 23 August 1972.261 
Referring to the UN 25th Session on Colonialism, it demanded that Finland 
should clarify its stand on liberation movements in the Portuguese colonies and 
start giving bilateral humanitarian development assistance to FRELIMO, 
PAIGC and MPLA. Finland should also make preparations for the next General 
Assembly in the spirit of the UN Resolution. Portuguese colonies were chosen 
as the focal point, because there the struggle was most advanced. The petition 
was signed by the political parties from right to left, as well as the church and a 
few of the most important NGOs—in practice, all important representatives of 
the civil and political society. 

After a few days, Minister Sorsa gave a mandate to his ministry to review 
the situation. In the Foreign Ministry, several reports had already been made 
concerning, for instance, the position of the liberation movements in the eyes of 
international law262 and the international organisations, as well as their foreign 
assistance.  

A Working Group was set up in January 1973, simply to write up a positive 
recommendation on aid, according to the chairperson of the group Matti Kahi-
luoto.263 The composition of the group was extraordinary, because its members 
represented political parties from right to left, not only the state administration. 
This was done to secure the largest possible political support and smooth im-
plementation of the recommendations. Around the same time, on 9 January 
1973, the Foreign Affairs Committee of Parliament had recommended that the 
development cooperation should also include humanitarian and social support 
for the liberation movements recognised by the UN.264 Ilkka Ristimäki, who 
joined the office for development assistance in 1970 and was the secretary of the 
working group, says: 

During that period the Foreign Ministry set up a working group to determine 
guidelines regarding possible Finnish assistance through bilateral or multilateral 
channels to the various liberation movements of Southern Africa. The working 

                                                
260. P.M. Ulkomainen tuki Afrikan vapautusliikkeille (Memorandum on Foreign Support for 
the African Liberation Movements), Mikko Pyhälä, 15.1.1973, Foreign Ministry’s Ar-
chive. 
261. A letter to the Foreign Ministry from the Africa Committee and undersigned NGOs. 
23.8.1972. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
262. Memorandum on the position of the liberation movements in international law, 
Henrik Räihä, 21.6.1971. Legal department of the Foreign Ministry. Foreign Ministry’s 
Archives. 
263. Interview with Matti Kahiluoto, 24.8.1995. 
264. Foreign Affairs Committee of Parliament, Letter to the Government 9.1.1973, per-
sonal archives of Mikko Pyhälä. 



 Finland’s Foreign Policy—Do Not Disturb! 99 

group was led by Matti Kahiluoto of the Political Department and I was appointed 
as its secretary. The working group did not actually do much work. Its essential 
role was to provide a wide political backing and consensus among the parties for a 
new policy, which I quickly formulated into a text. From now on Finland was go-
ing to provide humanitarian assistance to the economic, social and educational ac-
tivities of the liberation movements. Essential elements of the consensus were that 
on the one hand Finland was not promoting or supporting the use of violence and 
on the other hand the Finnish humanitarian assistance was not to be interpreted by 
anybody as support to or approval of the use of violence. That was the crux. The 
text was short, but the change was crucial. Through this advice by the working 
group the “battle of aid or not” had been concluded. It was now politically legiti-
mate for the Finnish Government to support the liberation struggle in Africa.265  

4.11. Foreign political justifications behind the policy change 

As Ilkka Ristimäki describes, one of the first starting-points for Finland in deal-
ing with the liberation movements was still to avoid supporting violence. It was 
one of the leading principles in Finnish foreign policy and it had to be worked 
into any policy reformulation as well. How could a government support a rebel 
movement which was waging a war against a legitimate member of the interna-
tional community? In this respect, it surely helped that the international com-
munity had clearly decided about the self-determination of the people in the 
colonies and created ways of channelling humanitarian assistance to the move-
ments of these people. Still, it was an extraordinary decision, because it implied 
channelling money directly to these movements, not to an international body 
able to control the flow of funds. The decision becomes more extraordinary 
when taking into consideration the fact that although the Southern African 
struggle was relatively unimportant in relation to Finland’s international priori-
ties, it needed to be dealt with in the context of the Finnish foreign policy doc-
trine, which had not been designed to be applied to a situation of that kind.  

It was not something different from the general policy line, maybe on the contrary. 
We tried to see and tried to tackle, treat this particular issue of liberation move-
ments in Southern Africa with the same principles and along the same lines as the 
foreign policy in general at that time. We have to remember that these were the 
years also when we struggled and kept neutrality as a main and really leading 
guideline in any and all foreign policy issues. And in that sense, because neutrality 
was developed of course first and foremost for the, what we now call, near-area 
politics for Finnish relations with our neighbours and superpower conflicts. When 
trying to apply those principles to a far away issue and problem like liberation 
movements in Southern Africa, it again now, saying it in retrospect, it was not so 
easy to fit into the picture. And through this process, it became obvious that we 
have to diversify that general neutrality approach and identify a more direct ap-
proach to particular issues like the liberation movement. And in that I think the 
humanitarian assistance came in very handy.266 
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Humanitarian assistance became a tool to deal with the liberation movements. 
In other words, to include the Southern African struggle in Finnish foreign pol-
icy, new ways of international action had to be developed. Finland decided to 
render internationally accepted humanitarian assistance to the people under 
colonial rule. The very act of channelling the assistance directly to the move-
ments implied recognition of them or at least an acceptance of their demands 
for self-determination as justified. And the process of selecting the movements 
which were supported was a decision determined by political calculations, as 
we will see in the next chapter. Moreover, the political sensitivity of the libera-
tion movement aid was also highlighted by the fact that all decisions above the 
level of technical administration of aid were made at the political department of 
the Foreign Ministry. 

Coming back to the questions put forward at the beginning of this chapter—
that is, how Finland’s policy change came about—we shall try to come to a con-
clusion. We have shown the process by which the public opinion developed to 
become more favourable to the liberation movements. It had not been enough 
that the young radicals in the universities and their respective NGOs had 
pushed for the policy change and a new foreign policy. Neither had it been suf-
ficient that the liberation struggle was getting more and more understanding 
and support in the multilateral forums. Finland’s national policy had held firm, 
and the UN had served conveniently as a forum for rhetoric but also for impor-
tant contacts and as an outlet of multilateral efforts. Changes in the field, in Fin-
land’s diplomatic missions, had played a part as well, but critics had to be care-
ful. Trade relations had actively worked against bringing any other values into 
the foreign policy by promoting economic cooperation above all.  

The liberation movements themselves, who adapted their strategy in aware-
ness of Finland’s delicate international position, were suffering to some extent 
from their alliance with the Soviet Union. Finland did not want at any cost to be 
seen as one of the satellites. The Finnish mission in Ovamboland and its mother 
church gradually became important advocates of the black Namibian people 
and their organisations, especially SWAPO. But they alone could not have 
brought about the change. The Nordic countries served as one reference group, 
but all of them—with different international affiliations—had in the end created 
their own line, Finland notwithstanding. 

Finland continuously stated that racism, colonialism and apartheid were 
foreign to its people. The equality of all and the right of all peoples to self-
determination were leading principles in building the modern Finnish welfare 
state. But it seemed to be difficult to enter these moral questions in the foreign 
policy agenda. Realist thinking was so justified in the Cold War situation that 
no deed was allowed to contradict its demands.  

In conclusion, as regards the Finnish foreign policy principles—neutrality 
and good neighbour relations with the Soviet Union, as well as compliance with 
international declarations, such as those of the UN and an attempt to be one of 
the Western countries in the Cold War years—it became clear that any policy 
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change should be justified by the largest possible section of the international 
community and, more importantly, by both superpowers. That acceptance was 
reached in the UN, where a growing majority of the democratic countries were 
voting against colonialism and in favour of the people’s self-determination. 
Agreement on the moral principles behind the liberation struggle was reached 
in the international forums. That gave Finland a basis for a policy reformula-
tion. However, problems remained of how to implement these policies in con-
crete situations. For the realists, it could have been enough that Finland di-
rected its support via multinational channels, not to the movements directly. 
The movements were, after all, seen as being on the side of the East, because of 
the heavy military support flowing from the Soviet Union and its allies and be-
cause of the movements’ ideological basis.  

Thus, additionally, changing the national foreign policy to be favourable to 
the direct support of the movements, was linked to the international power 
game, which had its impact in the divided political system in Finland. In the 
Cold War years, even internal political questions were subject to international 
power relations. This was especially true of the Africa Committee, which 
played a significant role in mobilising support for the liberation movements. 
Overall, most of the Africa solidarity movement was inspired by the socialist 
ideologies. 

Exactly for that reason, the reformulation of Finland’s policy to be support-
ive of the liberation movements demanded pressure from all sectors of Finnish 
society, an alliance from right to left. This would ensure that left-leaning libera-
tion movements were regarded first and foremost as morally legitimate protest 
channels of the oppressed. This succeeded. It was both the right and the left, the 
church and the leftist parties, the political and apolitical, the young and the old, 
that lobbied for support. Not to forget the Centre, which was the leading party 
in defining Finnish foreign policy in relation to the Soviet Union. It was not 
overly interested in supporting the movements, but with the leadership of 
President Kekkonen and a number of other leaders, it did not totally reject the 
idea. Thus, in order to avoid a situation where a policy of supporting the 
movements would be associated with any of the camps, it was to be carefully 
justified by all.  

This alliance which was formed was to perform an even more important role 
in the South African sanction question, as we will see in Chapter 6. It also en-
sured increasing financial assistance to SWAPO and later ANC. 

As to the decision-making question that Timo-Erkki Heino put forward, we 
can conclude the following. We have seen that in order to have an impact on 
Finnish foreign policy-making—which rests so heavily in the hands of the 
President, and the Government, and its foreign policy administration, and 
where Parliament’s role is small—there had to be powerful public pressure 
which would not be neutralised by any excuses. The changing political power 
relations in Finland played their role in the first place, allowing the radical 
views to be formed as elements of the political parties’ programmes of action. 
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The change was especially significant in the Social Democratic party, which be-
came the largest party in Finland and, as a consequence, was able to formulate 
the government policy. It did help, too, that the President himself was inter-
ested in this particular question. He allowed the change to happen, because 
there was broad support. Furthermore, the humanitarian support for the Afri-
can liberation struggle became quite a new asset of foreign policy. It gave Fin-
land a chance to play a significant role in African affairs, which further 
strengthened her policy of active neutrality at the beginning of the 1970s, when 
the period of ‘détente’ provided Finland with more space to manoeuvre in in-
ternational affairs, at least regarding the Third World. This resulted in Finland’s 
particularly important role in Namibian affairs, as we will see in the next chap-
ter. 



Chapter 5 

Finland Supporting Liberation Struggles 

This chapter deals with one of the purposes of this study, the financial assis-
tance given to liberation movements. At the beginning, we present the quantita-
tively small, but on the other hand significant contributions to the liberation 
movements in the Portuguese colonies. They opened the way for Finland, 
among other Nordic countries, to become a important supporter of independ-
ent Mozambique, for instance. We believe that through these seemingly small 
decisions a new though quite undefined line in Finnish liberation movement 
policy was built up step by step. The fruits of this more positive standing to-
wards the liberation struggle were gathered in Finland’s substantial assistance 
and role in the Namibian question as well as her firm commitment to isolate 
apartheid-practising South Africa. The Namibian question is dealt with in this 
chapter, while the South African problem will be presented in the next. 

Despite FINNIDA’s growing resources and expertise in development and 
humanitarian aid, the political department of the Foreign Ministry kept firm in 
deciding about matters considered politically sensitive. The Namibian question 
and also the South African problems were divided between ‘politics’ and ‘aid’, 
however artificial this dichotomy may seem from today’s perspective. The For-
eign Trade Department, too, had an interest in sharing the growing resource 
flows to Africa, which is most evident in the case of South Africa and Zim-
babwe. The NGOs, for their part, united behind the support and although do-
ing battle ideologically from time to time, continued to push the government 
for new initiatives and greater assistance. 

5.1. The decision of principle in 1973 

As a result of the NGO petition and the working group in 1973, the Finnish 
Government decided to “give humanitarian aid also through the national lib-
eration movements. Humanitarian aid which is not aimed to support armed or 
violent activities could be given through the liberation movements.”267 By then, 
the support on behalf of aid had become so wide that the first press release on 
the positive outcome of the working group discussions was distributed before 
the Government made the formal decision. 

This decision of principle formed a basis for cooperation between the Fin-
nish Government and national liberation movements. The aid could first be di-
rected to the liberation movements in Portuguese colonies, namely PAIGC in 
                                                
267. Decision N:o 5/1973. The Foreign Affairs Committee of the Finnish Government 
27.3.1973. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
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Guinea-Bissau, FRELIMO in Mozambique, and MPLA, FNLA and UNITA in 
Angola. It could then be extended to the movements in South West Africa/ 
Namibia (SWAPO) and Southern Rhodesia (ZANU and ZAPU) as well as ANC 
in South Africa.268 The Government’s decision was aimed 

to support African people living under colonial rule, to the refugees of these areas 
and the victims of apartheid. This aid should be channelled through the UN spe-
cialised agencies, OAU and national liberation movements. The decisive factor in 
channelling the aid to the various liberation movements is that the aid must reach 
the largest possible number of people. Thus Finnish aid ought to be given espe-
cially through such movements which are widely accepted and whose educational, 
public health and other administrative network can effectively distribute the aid to 
the people.269 

In order to select the particular movements, the Government decided to rely on 
the decision of the UN and the OAU (Organisation of African Unity). The deci-
sion applied to those movements that were referred to in the Resolutions of the 
General Assembly of the UN and that were recognised by the OAU. 

After the formal decision of principle, Finland’s policy toward liberation 
movements changed considerably. Humanitarian support became an important 
instrument of development aid and was handled by the Department for Devel-
opment Cooperation, FINNIDA. Many NGOs took advantage of the increasing 
resources and lobbied for more aid for their own as well as official projects.  

5.2. The independence of the Portuguese colonies 

The Government’s decision on direct aid was taken in March 1973. It was very 
carefully limited to strictly humanitarian assistance which should be donated in 
kind. No cash donations were authorised. It was believed that material and 
equipment could be more easily monitored. The first beneficiaries were PAIGC 
and FRELIMO. The rapid unfolding of events in the Portuguese colonies nearly 
nullified the Finnish aid. Independence for these colonies was just around the 
corner and the liberation movements were becoming future governments. 

The Foreign Ministry’s first financial contribution to PAIGC 50,000 FIM, was 
allocated right after the decision. Another donation was made the following 
year, 300,000 FIM. According to the statistics, the money was channelled 
through the OAU for UNESCO’s literacy programme. It was used to print text-
books. The statistics available do not really reveal whether PAIGC was given 
any assistance directly in cash or kind to that value. Finland did not continue to 
support Guinea-Bissau after its independence in 1974, because that was consid-
ered administratively inexpedient and difficult.270  
                                                
268. These were the movements that were considered as possible recipients of Finnish 
aid. Concrete decisions on assistance were to be handled case by case, as a result of 
which not all of the above mentioned movements were funded. See below. 
269. Press release on the Government’s decision 3.4.1973. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
270. Memorandum, 30.4.1975. Foreign Ministry, Department for Development Coopera-
tion, Pekka Malinen. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
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In February 1974 the Foreign Minister, Ahti Karjalainen, visited Ethiopia, 
Kenya, Tanzania and Zambia. It was the first time ever, that a Finnish Foreign 
Minister made a series of official visits to Africa. Carefully prepared and given 
wide public documentation, the visits were considered to be of central impor-
tance in Finland’s unfolding African relations. Up till then, Finnish public opin-
ion concerning Africa had still been rather weak, apart from in the university 
towns where the NGO activists had done their information work. The aware-
ness had been growing among the activists of the Missionary Society, too. The 
consequences of the visits were important. During them, Finland’s official Af-
rica policy was formulated for years to come.271 In the programme, meetings 
with the liberation movements were also arranged. For FRELIMO, it was the 
first official meeting with the Finnish Government. Dr Karjalainen was able to 
inform this movement that Finland had decided to assist it directly.272  

The fate of the assistance to FRELIMO was actually quite interesting. The ac-
tive Embassy in Dar es Salaam had several times asked the Foreign Ministry’s 
opinion on FRELIMO’s request for assistance. The Embassy had, after all, estab-
lished contacts with FRELIMO as a form of voluntary assistance. Having now 
been informed about the decision of principle, the Embassy approached 
FRELIMO asking it to come up with a concrete request. Due to bureaucracy, the 
matter was still open when it became evident in 1974 that Mozambique would 
gain its independence under FRELIMO’s leadership. Now Finland was in a 
hurry to make a donation in order to be entered into the records of contributors.  

Late summer and early autumn 1974 we were still in Dar es Salaam considering 
how to channel the aid and what kind of aid to give to FRELIMO when a political 
decision was made in Helsinki. That time Ambassador Ahtisaari was on home-
leave in Finland and I was in charge of the mission. We were discussing the ques-
tion with the Foreign Ministry, because normally embassies cannot decide these 
kinds of things by themselves but instructions and guidelines must come from the 
Ministry. With Mr Ahtisaari we took the position that we’d better give the Finnish 
contribution quickly and we’d better give it in cash. We did realise that this was 
contrary to general principles of humanitarian assistance. But there was the time 
factor and the deadline was approaching that if we don’t act soon we will miss the 
train and FRELIMO and Mozambique will be independent and Finland would 
never appear in the statistics of giving assistance to the liberation movement 
FRELIMO. The struggle with the Foreign Ministry was to get the acceptance for a 
cash contribution. Finally we got it and FRELIMO got its cheque.273  

Samora Machel and Marcelino dos Santos received a cheque for 100,000 FIM in 
October 1974.274 Mozambique got its independence on 25th June 1975. 
                                                
271. Personal communication with Kari Karanko. 
272. A Voz da Revolucão, No 21, Janeiro-Abril 1974, Arquivo Histórico de Moçambique, 
Maputo. 
273. Interview with Kimmo Pulkkinen, 11.8.1995. 
274. Telegram from the Embassy in Dar es Salaam to the Foreign Ministry, Martti Ahti-
saari, 10.10.1974. Letter from the Embassy in Dar es Salaam to the Foreign Ministry, 
Kimmo Pulkkinen 11.10.1974: “ I hereby send for your information, a photo and a press 
release on the occasion of handing over the cheque to FRELIMO. The money was 
100,000 FIM, which the Ministry gave, after our long ‘battle’ as a cheque.” Foreign Min-
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MPLA had also approached the Finnish Embassy in Dar es Salaam in 1973. 
In a carefully designed written application, MPLA requested financial support 
for food, for building a food storage depot, a cash donation for administrative 
and transport costs, and funds for an education programme. The request was 
forwarded to the Foreign Ministry. MPLA renewed its request in February 
1974, when no response had yet been received.275  

It had meanwhile become public that MPLA was in the middle of an internal 
conflict. A faction was attempting to challenge the leadership of Agostinho 
Neto. The Finnish Government came to the conclusion that the position of 
MPLA compared with other movements had seriously weakened and 
Agostinho Neto’s days seemed to be numbered.276 Seemingly for this reason, 
Finland was still hesitating with the assistance. According to two documents, 
Finland finally gave a donation of 90,000 FIM to MPLA.277 But no concrete evi-
dence is found to confirm the statistics. Instead, another memorandum argues 
that Finland made a donation to FNLA to the value of 50,000 FIM. Unfortu-
nately there are no documents to confirm this statement, either.278 The donation 
probably did not become a reality, after all.  

All in all, it seems that FNLA was intended to get 90,000 FIM out of the sum 
of 300,000 FIM which Finland had granted for UNESCO’s textbook project for 
PAIGC, among others. In any case, this uncertainty reflects the situation in An-
gola and Finland’s standpoints on the matter. Finland never made any serious 
commitment to the Angolan cause despite strong NGO pressure—mainly from 
the Africa Group, who lobbied for MPLA, for ideological reasons as well as for 
the reason that the activists had visited the liberated areas of MPLA.  

Consequently, after the Portuguese revolution, Finland waited to see how 
the internal situation in Angola settled down. Representatives of MPLA did 

                                                                                                                   
istry’s Archives. Interestingly, in the same letter Mr Pulkkinen states that he did not 
know how the 1974 assistance to PAIGC (300,000 FIM) and SWAPO (300,000) was han-
dled. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
275. Letter (SAM 226/109) from the Embassy in Dar es Salaam to the Foreign Ministry, 
Kimmo Pulkkinen 9.7.1973 and letter (SAM-78/38), Martti Ahtisaari 5.3.1974. Foreign 
Ministry’s Archives. 
276. Telegram from the Embassy in Dar es Salaam to the Foreign Ministry, Martti Ahti-
saari 3.6.1974. Foreign Ministry’s Archives 
277. “Muistio, Kehitysyhteistyö Portugalin entisten Afrikkalaisten siirtomaiden kanssa” 
(Memorandum: Development cooperation with the former Portuguese colonies in Af-
rica), Foreign Ministry, Department of Development Cooperation, 30.4.1975, Pekka Ma-
linen; and Memorandum, 6.11.1975, Political Department, Foreign Ministry. The doc-
umentation indicates that UNICEF was given 300,000 FIM for a literacy campaign, of 
which 90,000 FIM went to MPLA. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
278. “Muistio No 268, Kansallisten vapautusliikkeiden kautta annettava tuki” (Support 
through the national liberation movements) 4.5.1983. Foreign Ministry, Political Depart-
ment. This document is the only one that lists the support for PAIGC, FRELIMO and 
FNLA. There is no further documentation on how and why the above-mentioned 
groups were chosen and how the aid was channelled. Interviews could not unfortu-
nately reveal more on the matter. No request from FNLA can be found, either. Foreign 
Ministry’s Archives. 
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intensive lobbying and paid a visit to Jaakko Iloniemi in November 1975. In the 
following year, an MPLA delegation visited Finland and had an appointment 
with Prime Minister Martti Miettunen and Foreign Minister Kalevi Sorsa. Nev-
ertheless, Finland recognised the independence of Angola only after the inter-
national community had reached a common standpoint in February 1977. Be-
cause of the unclear situation in Angola, no development cooperation agree-
ment with it has been signed to this day. Angola received attention in the Fin-
nish foreign policy mainly in the respect that liberation movements, especially 
SWAPO, were hosted in its territory. Angola was soon in the midst of a full 
civil war, from which it is still suffering. 

The situation in Mozambique was completely different. There was no inter-
nal struggle and the transition to independence was carried out peacefully, in 
spite of the fact that most of the white people decided to return to Portugal. In 
April 1975, a seven-member delegation from FRELIMO visited Finland to dis-
cuss future cooperation. They met, for instance, Prime Minister Kalevi Sorsa 
and Minister for Foreign Trade Jermu Laine. During the visit, Finland an-
nounced a donation of 300,000 FIM from its humanitarian budget to FRELIMO. 
Finland promised to assess possible development cooperation in a positive 
spirit.  

Interestingly, despite the top-level meetings and a promise of assistance, the 
visit produced a scandal in protocol. The delegation complained to their host, 
Paavo Lipponen, that they were not treated in the way future statesmen should 
have been. Lipponen filed a complaint to the Foreign Ministry accusing it of not 
showing enough courtesy to de facto heads of state. The discussion continued 
later on in Dar es Salaam too between Martti Ahtisaari and Marcelino dos San-
tos. This minor and, practically speaking, quite insignificant episode reveals 
that Finland’s civil servants had not yet realised that today’s guerrillas may be 
tomorrow’s statesmen.  

In the end, the Foreign Ministry decided to recommend development coop-
eration with Mozambique. It was adopted as a target country and a devel-
opment credit was granted in the following year. The deteriorating conditions 
and the economic crisis in Mozambique, however, led to a situation where the 
credit was converted into a grant, which was soon followed by a number of 
other contributions. Over the years, Mozambique has become one of the main 
recipients of Finnish development aid. 

After the independence the bilateral project assistance started in a common Nordic 
framework. The first project was a big agricultural project, MONAP, which was 
started in 1977. The next was the support for the transport sector, which was an 
overall support to all SADCC countries. The construction of the port in Nacala 
started in 1984 as a bilateral project.279 

                                                
279. Interview with Keijo Ruokoranta, 30.8.1995. 
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The Nordic countries’ joint and bilateral support to Mozambique continued and 
Mozambique became an important recipient of aid in Southern Africa. Accord-
ing to many, the substantial support to Mozambique was seen in connection 
with the regional political situation. Assistance to a country next to the apart-
heid regime carried important political implications, though Mozambique was 
also a host of liberation movements until 1990.280  

5.3. NGO aid increases 

The NGOs were naturally happy about the 1973 decision of principle, on which 
they had such crucial influence. The NGOs, always on the move, were already 
directing their attention elsewhere. The struggle against apartheid and against 
the South African illegal occupation of Namibia was intensified. 

But at the same time, assistance programmes for Portuguese colonies con-
tinued. The LKS (Students for Medicine), in their medicine collection for MPLA 
had by late 1973 managed to collect equipment and medicine worth 200,000 
FIM. The Africa Committee opened a bank account to collect funds for trans-
port of the goods.281 To beat the heavy transport costs, the Committee ap-
proached the Department for Development Assistance for help.282 The goods 
were sent via GDR, where the Solidarity Committee (Solidaritätskomittee der 
DDR) took the responsibility for sending them forward to Angola and having 
them distributed by the Angolan Red Cross. The Foreign Ministry decided to 
pay the transport costs from its humanitarian budget.283 Thus, for the first time 
the Foreign Ministry was channelling its humanitarian funds through an NGO 
to be used in liberation movements’ assistance. Unlike in the question of the 
Students’ Conference only three years before in 1971, the NGOs and the Foreign 
Ministry had struck a common note. 

The Africa Committee launched an information campaign on Southern Af-
rica and published a special issue on African decolonisation in 1973. The Youth 
Festival Movement284 decided to organise fund-raising for the African libera-

                                                
280. Interview with David Johansson, 6.10.1995. It is well known that despite the South 
African and Mozambican governments’ so-called Nkomati Agreement to stop support-
ing the ANC and Renamo respectively in 1984, members of ANC were still residing on 
Mozambican territory. Furthermore, the Mozambican economy was suffering severely 
from the South African destabilisation policy in the region. 
281. Archives of the SRP collection in the People’s Archives 
282. Letter from LKS/Angola Group to the Foreign Ministry, Reijo Salmela, 24.10.1973. 
Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
283. “Muistio 6/4721 KD-73, Humanitaarinen apu kehitysmaille; Helsingin Lääketieteen kandi-
daattiseuran pyyntö kuljetusavustukseksi Angolan vapautusliikkeille” (Memorandum on sup-
port towards transport costs of the LKS’s Angolan project), Department of Development 
Cooperation, Pirkko Juntti, 14.2.1974. Foreign Ministry’s Archives.  
284. The Festival Movement was a cooperation forum of youth organisations of the left 
and centre. It had a close relationship to the youth movements of the Soviet Union and 
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tion movements. The campaign collected 101,000 FIM. Also the Central Union 
of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) donated 14,000 FIM to the Angolan trade union 
movement.285 

The NGOs had for years lobbied for a system of co-funding of development 
projects. The Ministry set up a working group to consider the possibility and to 
design an appropriate system. In 1974, a decision was made that the NGOs’ 
development cooperation and information work could be supported in such a 
way that the NGOs collected a certain share of the budget of their own projects 
(40 per cent) and the government funded the rest of the project. The govern-
ment justified the assistance via NGOs by the fact that these complemented the 
official aid by assisting areas and groups which could not be reached by the 
government aid.286 For information projects, 100 per cent funding from the 
government was available on application. 

NGOs which were busy organising campaigns to popularise the liberation 
movements, immediately took the opportunity to apply for the government 
funds. The International Solidarity Foundation and the Social Democratic youth 
organisation (called Young Eagles) were granted information funds to organise 
a Southern African Campaign in 1975.287 In addition to that the Africa Commit-
tee’s material donations were among the first which were co-funded in the 
1970s. 

The National Union of Finnish Students’ fund-raising for PAIGC and 
SWAPO was assisted with a sum of 54,000 FIM. SYL applied for and was 
granted funds the following year too, when 60,000 FIM was given for its schol-
arship programme.288 It had established a separate fund for development coop-
eration in 1976. Contributions to the fund were collected from the students, 
who could make voluntary donations when paying the university registration 
fee. Establishment of the fund and the voluntary already ‘taxed’ students in this 
way. Students’ contributions to the fund grew steadily and soon some individ-
ual student unions followed the example, when student interest toward the 
Third World became more widespread. Students ran projects on behalf of the 
liberation movements and financed scholarship programmes. SYL’s grant from 
the government became automatic over the years, and the liberation move-
ments were always the core beneficiaries of its solidarity work.  

At the same time, the NGOs intensified their pressure in relation to the 
South African question. In 1973, the consumer boycott against South African 

                                                                                                                   
in other socialist countries, and summer festivals and other cultural and solidarity 
events were organised together with them.  
285. Tuomi, 1976:159. 
286. “Kansalaisjärjestöjen kansainvälisen toiminnan komiteanmietintö” (Committee report on 
the international activity of NGOs). Komiteanmietintö 1974:24. Helsinki. 
287. Letter 27/39 Keh 74, Unto Korhonen. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
288. Memorandum, 16.2.1976, Department for Development Cooperation, MES; and 
Memorandum, 22.3.1979, Department for Development Cooperation, Leo Olasvirta. 
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imports came to the fore again. This time, the ‘orange boycott’ was targeted on 
fruits. In April 1973, the UN-OAU conference on Southern Africa was held in 
Oslo. NGO representatives from Finland (Börje Mattsson and Jaakko Kalela) 
participated with financial help from the Foreign Ministry. Public opinion 
against the South African regime grew steadily until the Soweto massacre, in 
June 1976, caused a public outcry about Finland’s stable policy towards South 
Africa. The South African question will be dealt with in more depth in Chapter 
6. 

As to the Namibian question, NGOs lobbied the Finnish Government to con-
tinue its active policy of looking for solutions towards independence. The rela-
tionship with SWAPO was established on a new level when Finland started its 
direct support to SWAPO. Demands for education programmes were intensi-
fied. Finnchurchaid’s role in promoting the Namibian cause had become more 
active when Mikko Ihamäki, unable to return to Namibia, concentrated on in-
formation work in Finland. 

The churches’ role in supporting SWAPO was emphasised when Finn-
churchaid launched a special campaign to support Namibian refugees in 1974. 
The campaign was co-funded by the Foreign Ministry. The budget for NGOs 
grew substantially in 1977, reaching as much as 2 million FIM. Out of that sum, 
1.5 million was channelled via missionary organisations. Their health and edu-
cation work became ever more valuable in Ovamboland, where local conditions 
were deteriorating rapidly. The church had organised its work among Namib-
ians in such a way that the Missionary Society continued its social work in 
Ovamboland and Kavango, while the independent local Ovambo-Kavango Lu-
theran Church (ELOK) was able to carry out the religious work on its own. On 
the other hand, Finnchurchaid also directed its work outside Namibia to places 
where there was a lot of need for assistance among the refugees. 

5.4. Finland’s Namibia policy in the UN becomes more active 

As described in Chapter 4, Finland had begun to pursue a substantially more 
active Namibian policy in the UN. On Finland’s initiative, Namibia was legally 
transferred to being under the authority of the United Nations after the Court’s 
opinion was given in 1971. A special Namibia Commission, which had already 
been established in 1966 by decision of the General Assembly, accepted more 
responsibility for the territory’s affairs, under the leadership of a Commis-
sioner. SWAPO, which was gaining ever-increasing international recognition, 
had its position secured in 1973 when the UN recognised it as an authentic rep-
resentative of the Namibian people.  

During the early 1970s, Finland officially adopted the ‘policy of protest’ in 
the Namibian question. This was easy, because it was in line with world opin-
ion. In accordance with the UN recommendations, Finland closed its consulate 
in Walvis Bay in Spring 1971. In that context, Ambassador Lyytinen had a 
chance to visit the South West African territory. He noted that the South Afri-
can regime practised a similar repressive policy in the area to that inside its 
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own territory. The majority of the population held a bitter, alienated, even hos-
tile attitude toward the administration, and readiness for ‘Black power’ was 
imminent.289  

Thus, following on Finland’s more active role in the Security Council and its 
success in getting the ICJ’s opinion on the Namibia matter, its policy changed 
rapidly. It strove for membership of the Namibia Council, to which it was 
elected in 1974. A strong role in this policy shift was played by the pressure of 
the political parties and the NGOs, as well as the Church’s influence, as we 
have seen in the previous chapters. Finally, in 1973, Finland mentioned SWAPO 
by name for the first time in a speech in the UN. Later on, an active Ambas-
sador in Dar es Salaam, Martti Ahtisaari, pushed for more openings in the ques-
tion. He co-operated closely with SWAPO in Tanzania and Zambia, to which he 
was also accredited as Ambassador. 

Sam Nujoma visited Finland in 1974. The Finnish Government made its first 
donation to SWAPO when 100,000 FIM was granted to be used for its agricul-
tural school and health programme in Zambia. Discussions on closer coopera-
tion with the movement were held. SWAPO was in great need of educational 
opportunities for its growing number of refugees.  

Finland’s Namibia policy was now practised actively on two levels. On one 
hand, it made initiatives and sponsored proposals in the UN. For example, the 
UN had decided to establish a special institute of higher education for Namib-
ians in Zambia. Finland had sponsored the initiative and made a substantial 
financial contribution to the fund. There was still, however, a need for more. In 
the following year, Finland donated 400,000 FIM directly to SWAPO, to be used 
in education. This was a sign of Finland’s growing bilateral interest toward 
Namibia. SWAPO, recognised as the authentic representative of the Namibian 
people, was becoming the main—later the only—beneficiary of Finland’s Na-
mibia support.  

The quickly initiated good relations between SWAPO and the Finnish Gov-
ernment worried the other Namibian organisations. A delegation of SWANU 
visited Finland in March 1975. SWANU, which was losing its battle on the dip-
lomatic front to SWAPO, was in great need of funds and political support. Its 
delegation was received by the political department, but no meetings at a high 
level were arranged. In the discussion, SWANU pointed out that all Finland’s 
liberation movement aid in regard to Namibia was then going to SWAPO, al-
though SWAPO was not the only Namibian organisation. They criticised 
SWAPO for monopolising the representation in the international forums and 
not co-operating with the other movements. The ideological differences were 
pointed out. SWANU complained that they did not have any say in the affairs 
of the UN Institute for Namibia (UNIN) nor did it offer them anything. The dis-
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cussion did not produce any concrete results.290 SWANU never received any 
financial assistance from Finland apart from the South Africa Committee’s do-
nation in 1967. 

Soon, dark clouds gathered over the Namibian question. The battle for Na-
mibia was far from over. SWAPO’s diplomatic struggle continued, while South 
Africa was busy preparing its internal arrangements in Namibia. At that time, 
South Africa’s repressive measures resulted in a growing number of exiles to 
SWAPO’s external wing. This could not happen without political and organi-
sational problems in SWAPO’s structures. SWAPO became sensitive to any acts 
which could mean supporting a solution promoted by the South African re-
gime.  

At the same time, the preparations for the UN Institute for Namibia were 
well on the way. Finland’s ambassador to Tanzania, Mr Martti Ahtisaari, repre-
sented Finland in the Senate. It was a practical channel for Finland to monitor 
the developments in the Namibian question at large. SWAPO’s internal prob-
lems became known by the international community. It was believed there 
were three different factions in SWAPO. No common negotiations could be 
held. Mr Nujoma was even hospitalised because of overwork and stress.291  

According to Ahtisaari, the Namibia Commissioner Sean MacBride gave the 
following advice to SWAPO’s different factions: “do not in any case dissolve 
the organisation at this point”. If they wanted changes in leadership, Mr Nu-
joma should at least remain as a figurehead. Dissolution would, first and fore-
most, disturb the Namibian people’s cause.292 The Nordic countries stuck to 
that attitude when a serious conflict inside SWAPO escalated and finally led to 
imprisonment of the so-called rebels. We will come back to these events later in 
this chapter (5.10). 

Meanwhile, Finland’s bilateral aid to Namibia took the form of a special pro-
gramme for Namibia. Namibia and SWAPO were the entities that owned the 
greatest share of popularity and support in the context of the liberation strug-
gle. The public opinion was thus in favour of a growing contribution. In this 
context, the government had the courage to start a venture never tried before in 
Finland’s Third World policy. 

5.5. The Namibia scholarship programme  

The background of the scholarship programme can be traced from the follow-
ing incidents. Bishop Leonard Auala was a regular visitor to Finland. The 
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church had started a scholarship programme with the Ambo-Kavango church 
some years back. In 1969 the first student had arrived in Finland to study theol-
ogy. In 1974, when Bishop Auala was again in Finland, there were serious talks 
on extending the scholarship programme and having it funded by the Govern-
ment. The Missionary Society made a proposal to the Finnish Government in 
November 1974.293  

On his way to Finland, Bishop Auala had for the first time visited SWAPO’s 
refugee settlement in Zambia, where his host was Sam Nujoma, whom he had 
only met for the first time in 1970. Sam Nujoma, too, had visited Finland in 1974 
to discuss cooperation with the Finnish Government, and a provision for edu-
cation had been made. Although the camps lacked a lot of materials, the great-
est need was for educational opportunities. The SWAPO representatives had a 
good relationship with the Finnish Embassy in Lusaka, where Kari Karanko 
was working as a development officer. And naturally, Nickey Iyambo was an 
encouraging example and an active promoter of scholarship programmes. In 
this way, the church’s and SWAPO’s interests were in harmony and the Finnish 
Government could be approached with a solid idea. After all these meetings 
and discussions, an idea had matured: to start a bilateral education programme 
which would bring Namibians to study in Finland.  

In a European or Scandinavian context Finland was special in the sense that it ac-
cepted people to go and study there under its sponsorship [in a government’s spe-
cially designed programme]. And it also went out of its way to assist students actu-
ally to acquire basic qualifications. Many of our students, when they left the coun-
try, they had not even finished their grade twelve of matric. But some of them went 
there, did their language, some of them even went to the high schools to just get a 
solid background. Finland was also one of the countries which was ready to bend 
its rules to allow people to do their things there. Those who studied there, could 
study courses which are very difficult within the European context to get: medi-
cine, dentistry, geology, and this kind of things. It is not easy to get to study those 
subjects. People even went there to study nursing. In Finland nursing is taught in 
Finnish, not too many countries can accept you to go there and study a thing like 
that which is so local. But they really went out to accommodate us in that re-
spect.294  

For SWAPO, the scholarship programme was most welcome. In the Foreign 
Ministry administration, there were many who were sceptical about the idea. 
Finland’s important reference country as regards development cooperation, 
Sweden, had invited some, later prominent, students to study there, but not in 
the form of a coherent programme. What Finland was trying to do was to set up 
a specially designed comprehensive education programme, which was some-
thing new in Western Europe. The logistical, cultural, educational, linguistic 
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and other problems seemed overwhelming. But there were also many who 
thought that this could be absolutely the best way to use the bilateral assistance, 
which until then had been used for buying materials (sewing machines, petrol 
and the like). Many other countries were already making material and financial 
donations. But no other country had the special asset Finland had: the hundred-
year-old relationship and knowledge of Namibia because of the missionary 
work. 

And the idea was first to have them here in a sort of basic adjustment training—
Finnish language and all these types of things. We were not at all doubtful on 
teaching them the Finnish language, because we thought that, well, Namibians al-
ready know so many languages, so that an additional language wouldn’t be a prob-
lem. And it could open them a door into our high learning institutions and techni-
cal institutions. So that was not a problem. And they were also willing to learn that 
language, because they had a sort of interesting tie to Finland, especially those who 
were from Ovambo.295  

Even if the Government could finally accept and finance the initiative, it was 
not willing and able to administer it in practice. In this respect, Finnchurchaid 
came in very handy: they already had some experience in working with schol-
arship programmes. Another benefit was that Mikko Ihamäki, who had spent 
ten years in Ambomaa, was currently working for Finnchurchaid in Finland.  

Most probably during that time the contact between Finland and Namibians really 
got increased because even the missionaries that were then in Namibia were get-
ting involved. ... There was a positive evolution taking place: the increased contacts 
between us, members of the liberation movement, and realisation from the Finnish 
government that it had to increase its participation in humanitarian endeavours. 
Therefore it made the proposals of the UN Institute for Namibia, and [then a deci-
sion to be] willing to be directly involved in increasing humanitarian assistance for 
Namibia in terms of scholarships. Again the Finnish missionaries—when it comes 
to Namibia culturally or socially—knew it better than anybody else in Finland 
those days. I think that provided a platform.296  

Mr Karanko adds: 
We got to know them [the Namibians] very well and we organised together with 
Mikko Ihamäki the selection of the students. Mikko came from Finland specially 
assigned by the Foreign Ministry to interview these students with their own lan-
guages and he knew very well about the educational standards in Namibia, so he 
couldn’t be fooled by anybody. And the students came and they told that I have 
passed the secondary education or I have passed the middle school or something 
like that. He knew exactly about what this was all about and we were able to re-
cruit quite a nice group of students to Finland.297  

A partnership agreement between the Foreign Ministry and Finnchurchaid was 
signed in November 1975. According to the agreement, Finland would pay the 
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costs of 20 students in Finland, including the administrational costs. Finn-
churchaid would be responsible for the administration itself. The task was con-
sidered quite delicate—the students were all members of the liberation move-
ment, and Finland was a sovereign state, that had diplomatic relations with 
South Africa, which SWAPO was fighting against. The Finnish Foreign Minis-
try would be responsible for selecting the students—together however with the 
Finnchurchaid when needed. Contacts with SWAPO functioned through the 
Foreign Ministry.298  

The programme was to start at the beginning of the following year. The idea 
was to educate professionals for the needs of the future government of Na-
mibia, but also for the needs of the refugee camps. The programme objectives 
would be reviewed annually. In principle, the agreement was to educate Na-
mibians no matter what their political affiliation was, but in actual fact they 
were all SWAPO students, because they came from its refugee camps in Zam-
bia.  

The students were selected in good cooperation with SWAPO and Finnchur-
chaid’s Mikko Ihamäki, who was commissioned by the Foreign Ministry. The 
practical arrangements for the programme were enormous, definitely enough to 
scare the sceptics. Mr Karanko’s house in Lusaka was turned into a recruitment 
centre, where students were brought by lorry for interview. Their qualifications, 
medical condition and so on had to be checked. In the final phase, SWAPO 
changed some of the students, showing that it wanted to control the pro-
gramme after all.299 Finnchurchaid had recruited a secretary to administer the 
programme in Finland. Visas, residence permits and accommodation, not to 
mention warm clothes, had to be arranged. Educational institutes were con-
tacted to accommodate the students for the first year to study the Finnish lan-
guage and culture. 

In January 1976, a group of 18 Namibian youngsters arrived from Zambia in 
the middle of the Finnish winter. As was proved later on, this group was the 
most promising of all the groups to come; Elia and Maria Kaakunga, Leake 
Hangala and Raimo Kankondi,300 among others, were to proceed to university 
studies and to have an important influence in shaping the Namibian future. The 

                                                
298. Agreement between the Foreign Ministry and Finnchurchaid, Helsinki, November 
6, 1975. Foreign Ministry’s Archives. 
299. Interview with Kari Karanko, 25.8.1995. 
300. Elia and Maria got married in Finland and had three children. Elia served as 
SWAPO representative to Finland until he was killed in a car accident in Namibia just 
prior to the election in 1989. His doctoral dissertation was published at Åbo Akademi in 
1990, after his death. Maria, who finished a Master’s degree in education, returned to 
Namibia and now serves the new Government as a civil servant. Leake Hangala, who 
completed his PhD in geology in Finland, was the permanent secretary of the Ministry 
for Mines and Energy before becoming the Director of Nampower, the electricity com-
pany of Namibia, in 1996. Raimo Kankondi became a biologist and a doctor of veteri-
nary science, and served as the permanent secretary for the Ministry of Fisheries until 
his death in 1994. 



116 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

optimistic Namibians and their Finnish hosts did not know that they would 
have to wait for independence for another 15 years. In the coming years alto-
gether 64 students were to join the programme.301  

The programme had its ups and downs. Apart from the normal practical 
problems which occur in every exchange programme, where people from dif-
ferent cultures interact, there were also more delicate crises to overcome. One of 
the problems occurred right at the beginning of the programme, when some of 
the students were accommodated in the same premises as some Namibian 
businesswomen, who came to an international conference. The incident, which 
precipitated a written protest letter from SWAPO and an apology from the Mis-
sionary Society, was an indication of the atmosphere of paranoia and anger to 
which the Namibians had been exposed under the apartheid regime.302 Ideo-
logical differences played a role as well.  

The students were rather ignorant as far as the political struggle is concerned. And 
they were very much concerned about the socialist way of development in their 
own countries. Mainly because of this very close connection [with some organisa-
tions from the far left], the antagonistic feelings had grown up towards the Mis-
sionary Society and also the Foreign Affairs. [We thought that] we cannot let the 
SWAPO people blame the Missionary Society, which has been so much supportive 
for their cause, and which is very much liked by SWAPO people inside Namibia. 
So we cannot tolerate that they come here and they give statements which are ut-
terly rubbish. We considered the Missionary Society our allies in supporting Afri-
can liberation at large.303  

By then, ideological differences had started to split the solidarity movement. A 
number of the students and activists from the second wave of the radical 
movements of the 1960s had joined the far-left organisations. The most signifi-
cant move had been the affiliation of the Africa Committee to the Finnish Peace 
Committee, which was falling more and more into the hands of the minority 
Stalinist faction in the deepening division of the Finnish Communist Party. Its 
consequences were also felt in the Africa Committee, which showed a growing 
tendency of trying to ‘own’ the liberation struggle in Finland. Fair enough—
they had, in any case, been among the first to start popular campaigning for the 
movements. But now, with the growing ideological differences, the liberation 
struggle was used as a weapon in Finland’s internal political power game. 

Thus it was mainly the internal situation in Finland, the battle between dif-
ferent leftist parties—or rather their factions—which had an impact on different 
solidarity organisations and in that way on SWAPO students too. The Soviet 
Union was very sympathetic in the eyes of SWAPO students, reflecting the con-
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siderable military aid flowing from socialist countries. Socialism, in its Soviet 
interpretation, was the model for SWAPO’s political thinking in the 1970s and 
for several years into the 1980s. In Finland, only the minority communists rep-
resented this ideological strain. Conflicts arose when SWAPO insisted on run-
ning its programmes through organisations like the Finnish Peace Committee 
and its Africa Committee, which were dominated by minority communists.  

As a result of the ideological power struggle, the youth organisation Teinili-
itto had also suffered from overpoliticisation, overbureaucratisation and loss of 
credibility. The officials were accused of misuse of funds, and that also affected 
its fund-raising activity, Taksvärkki, which had to be stopped. As a consequence, 
Teiniliitto was dissolved in the mid-1970s, resulting in the loss of one of the 
original promoters of the liberation struggles.  

In the end, the wide consensus supporting Namibia prevented the conflicts 
from growing too serious. The alliance—which had proved so effective in mobi-
lising for the liberation struggle and lobbying for change in the official policy—
survived despite some difficult moments. Namibian independence, under the 
leadership of SWAPO, was a unifying aim for all the groupings from right to 
left.  

The scholarship programme was a success. Fifty-eight students obtained a 
professional diploma or a university degree. Only six students had to cancel 
their studies because of illness or poor performance. The number of dropouts 
was small when taking into consideration the difficult background of the stu-
dents and the great cultural difference. No systematic study has been done on 
how the students’ careers have proceeded. Many of them have managed well in 
their professions and some have obtained high government posts.304  

In retrospect, many who did not support the programme at all when it 
started, are among those who praise it most today. 

Within FINNIDA there was a doubt about having these students here at all. There 
was a doubt about having them here, there was some kind of doubt about them 
causing problems. Because there was no knowledge about the future, when Na-
mibia is going to be free. What are we training these for? What are they becoming? 
In individual cases it was OK, everybody accepted in the early 60s, that Nickey 
Iyambo was very good. And then we had, all of a sudden, 20 Iyambos here, another 
20, and they were all over and they caused some problems. You have 40 people 
here or 50 people and somebody is just not fitting well, somebody is getting crazy 
and so on.305  

From the Finnchurchaid point of view problems were also recognised. 
Well, the programme had some problems and difficulties, because we were imple-
menting it, but the pre-Christian rule says that, the one who is paying for it—in this 
case FINNIDA—will also rule quite a lot. And there were some tensions in that 
sense. And that is why I was very grateful if and when the personnel were chang-
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ing; that was one exception, where I really liked FINNIDA people to change as 
quickly as possible. But there were some people who didn’t change and performed 
their duties well.306  

Mr Höysniemi refers, like Mr Karanko, to those reluctant officials, who did not 
believe in the programme and its participants. According to Mr Höysniemi, the 
practical arrangements for the programme were easier to handle, because the 
church had some experience with Chilean refugees, who had been received by 
Finland a few years before. The popular support for Namibia was greater and 
its students were received more warmly compared with the Chileans, with 
whom Finns had no previous connection. Mr Höysniemi also reminds us of 
SWAPO’s role: 

At the same time we had very good support and even guidance from SWAPO itself 
and these group leaders with SWAPO representatives. Nickey Iyambo was repre-
sentative here in Finland for quite a while. And then there were some others in 
Sweden and they were authoritative persons, who came here and they took care of 
the worst cases, if there were some; in fact, there were some not so good cases. But 
SWAPO had a good disciplinary grip, so that helped quite a lot.307  

5.6. Other cooperation with SWAPO 

The scholarship programme was the most visible part of Finland’s support to 
SWAPO. In 1975-1978 it swallowed the whole aid budget. But as the Namibian 
situation faced a deadlock and the battle got complicated after the promising 
settlement in 1978 went wrong, SWAPO was allocated more funds for its refu-
gee work. A Committee which was reviewing Finnish development aid explic-
itly recommended an increase in Finland’s humanitarian support for the libera-
tion movements.308  

The government gave direct financial support to SWAPO according to a 
jointly agreed plan. SWAPO purchased goods for the camps and was obliged to 
report to Finland on the use of the funds. The government was unwilling to 
enter into a project agreement with SWAPO. At the same time, the develop-
ment cooperation budget exceeded the administrative and technical capacity of 
FINNIDA. Consultant firms were allowed to implement projects which they 
won through a process of tendering. But in SWAPO’s case this was not expedi-
ent, because of the particular character of the receiver.  

NGOs, however, were very committed and experienced for doing the work. 
SWAPO had already entered into agreements with many NGOs to start project 
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activities instead of the pure delivery of goods. For instance, construction pro-
jects were started by Taksvärkki and the International Solidarity Foundation. 

The consultant system, which came up in Finnish aid policy in the early 1980s, was 
because we couldn’t increase the number of personnel in FINNIDA to the extent 
the aid increased. So we relied on contracting out literally all programmes, whereas 
in liberation movements’ assistance only the education materials programme was 
contracted out to the publishing company, Otava. Sometimes also the foreign af-
fairs officers are somehow devoted and involved also mentally in these matters, but 
not very often. But NGOs were. And that was an asset in this programme, because 
they did it very well, they cared about the people they were working together with. 
Had we had another model, had we employed consultants or agencies to do this 
job for us, it could have been more outside work. It could not perhaps have been 
such a good sort of learning together process as it was when it was done by the 
NGOs and various organisations.309  

For instance, the government assisted the Taksvärkki Campaign in the shipping 
of the equipment to the camps in 1979.  

Finally, in 1983 the Namibia assistance, which had been distributed through 
various channels and was still increasing, was designed in the form of a special 
Namibia Education, Health, Nutrition and Research Programme.310 This in-
cluded first the scholarship programme, in which connection a new nurses’ 
training programme was started; production of the primary education material 
for the camps’ schools: funding the extension education programme in the con-
text of the UN Institute for Namibia and funding the research programme, 
which was for the most part run by the University of Joensuu. Only the educa-
tional material production was contracted outside. 

By the end of the 1970s many new organisations had entered into contact 
with SWAPO. This was mainly thanks to Nickey Iyambo, whose energy in 
promoting the Namibian cause was endless. For instance, an alliance of the 
Finnish adult education associations adopted a project in the SWAPO camp 
Kwanza Sul, after Nickey Iyambo—then a student of medicine—participated in 
one working group session. He pointed out the lack of proper equipment and 
medicine in the camps. This ‘Suitcase for a Doctor’ campaign started in 1976 
and led to a decade-long commitment of peace education activists to the Na-
mibian cause. A warm personal relationship developed between Nickey 
Iyambo and the ‘grand old lady’ of peace education Helena Kekkonen. The 
Peace Education Institute, which grew from the alliance, started the ‘Without 
Homeland’ project with SWAPO in 1982 to raise funds for scholarship students 
inside and outside Finland.311 This project was instrumental in popularising the 

                                                
309. Interview with Kari Karanko, 25.8.1995. 
310. “Humanitaarisen avun toimialaselvitys”(Evaluation of Finnish Humanitarian Aid), 
1985:56. 
311. Personal archives of and communication between the author and Helena Kekkonen. 
A Licenciate of Technology Ms Kekkonen has been working for adult education, concen-



120 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

Namibian struggle, because a lot of information work and fund-raising was 
done in schools all over Finland and in other institutions, which were not that 
familiar with the solidarity questions. Later on, some trade union groups and 
retired people built and shipped three buses for SWAPO. 

5.7. Trade unions join in 

Finnish trade unions were latecomers to Third World affairs. In particular cases, 
the unions had been quite active, as proved by the example of Niilo Wälläri and 
the early activities of his Seaman’s Union in the1960s. The solidarity movement 
for Africa recognised the potential of the trade unions, and they joined in espe-
cially in the boycott actions. After Wälläri’s death, no other union—individually 
or jointly—started on its own initiative any relevant actions before the 1980s, 
despite calls from the international community. However, when the need for 
actual solidarity work world wide was realised at the central organisation level 
in the unions, its scale and influence began to grow fast. 

The first project was in Africa, for Namibia. In 1979, the Central Organisa-
tion of Finnish Trade Unions (SAK) started to support the building up of Na-
mibian trade unions affiliated to the National Union of Namibian Workers 
(NUNW), which is the trade union arm of SWAPO. The work was mainly edu-
cation and it was done in SWAPO refugee settlements in Angola, and by hold-
ing seminars elsewhere in Southern Africa (i.e. at UNIN) and in Finland. It in-
cluded support for the building and maintenance of Nduuvu Nangolo Trade 
Union School in Kwanza Sul, and the establishment of the trade union mouth-
piece The Namibian Worker, which was printed at the ANC printer’s in Luanda 
from 1983 onwards. During the years 1983–89, five courses of ten months each 
were conducted at NNTUC. A total of 109 persons graduated from those 
courses. All the teachers were Namibians. In addition, several 6-week seminars, 
led by Finns, were held for the same people and others. There was a scholarship 
programme, too, whereby six scholarships were granted for several years each 
for studies at Finnish and foreign universities. The programmes cost about 8 
million FIM.312  

The work spread into other areas, including a highly successful brick factory 
and carpentry workshop in Kwanza Sul settlement, built and run by the Work-
ers’ Cultural Union of Finland (TSL). During its four years of existence, the fac-
tory produced enough bricks to enable several hundred small houses to be built 
to replace the dilapidated tents that were the earlier homes of refugees. In 1986, 
the Finnish Ministry of Labour organised two courses on Labour Administra-
tion in Angola and Finland for future labour officials. Many of these projects 
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applied for and were granted funds from the NGO co-funding system of 
FINNIDA. SWAPO projects were, actually, particularly encouraged, because 
the humanitarian budget was steadily increasing. 

Many of the NGO projects were implemented in close cooperation with the 
other NGOs, each taking responsibility for certain sectors of the work according 
to their areas of interest. SYL continued its assistance campaign. A new phase 
was started when SWAPO came up with the idea of preschool education. A 
kindergarten teachers’ training project was started and a kindergarten building 
was constructed on the premises of a health and education centre in Kwanza. 
The Africa Committee started its health programme and sent doctors to 
Kwanza Sul in 1981. A notable characteristic of the NGO assistance was, that 
there was a lot of co-ordination and cooperation. Despite the ideological and 
power struggles in the home country, these did not affect the actual project 
work and there was friendly coexistence in the field.  

It was funny at that time that there was quite a lot of [institutional] co-ordination 
missing. There was this normal ‘jungle drum’ where you got the information and 
rumours that somebody is now going, there is some project starting and so forth, 
very small pieces from this and that. But it worked, I mean, always people made 
contact with each other, when somebody was going to Kwanza Sul or SOMAFCO 
[the ANC camp in Tanzania]. Then we sent something there. It was quite fluent, 
there were not major problems.313 

Over the years, the government and SWAPO held annual negotiations on the 
aid package. The NGOs always participated in the talks. At the beginning of the 
1980s, the tendency to link development assistance with Finland’s export inter-
ests led occasionally to comical situations where SWAPO rejected Finland’s of-
fers, for instance SISU trucks.314 After all, SWAPO was receiving plenty of in-
ternational aid and could already afford to choose what it wanted. In this par-
ticular case it preferred Volvos from Sweden! 

5.8. Nordic cooperation 

Nordic cooperation in questions relating to the liberation struggle was further 
strengthened when Finland, the last in line, reformulated its policy toward the 
movements. In the international arena, the Nordic countries continued to sup-
port the view that peaceful solutions to the conflict should be sought. Although 
they recognised SWAPO as a representative of the Namibian people, and 
sought cooperation with it, they had as well declined to endorse SWAPO’s 
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armed struggle as a legitimate part of the UN policy as proposed by the Third 
World countries since 1976.315 

During its Security Council membership, Finland had played a leading role 
in initiating solutions to the Namibian question as well as proposing pro-
grammes of assistance. Thereafter, it had accepted the co-ordinating role for the 
Nordic Countries in the Namibian question. That was also due to Finland’s spe-
cial relationship to Namibia through the mission work. The communication 
between the Nordic capitals was always intense when the Namibia sessions in 
the UN approached. Attempts to formulate common policies were emphasised 
in order to increase their political importance and power. 

There was also division of labour between the Nordic countries. Because Finland 
was a member in the Council for Namibia, we had a sort of special role vis-à-vis 
Namibia. All countries had a special role in UN, and the different countries had dif-
ferent seats.316 

But common policy was not a must, and sometimes also difficult to achieve, 
because of each country’s different priorities in foreign policy and positions vis-
à-vis international organisations. Sweden was by far the largest donor. Den-
mark and Norway had to view their positions in respect to NATO—and in the 
case of Denmark—the EC. Finland’s willingness to act was dependent on a mix-
ture of domestic public opinion, foreign trade considerations, and its hope of 
showing the standpoint of a good non-aligned member of the United Nations. 
All in all, the Nordic countries managed to create a special ‘Nordic group’ in 
the Namibian question. Its initiatives were always welcomed in the UN. 

In regard to the assistance for Namibia, the Nordic countries increased their 
contributions to the UN Fund and programmes for Namibia. All the Nordic 
countries, with the exception of Denmark, had bilateral programmes with 
SWAPO. The determination of all the Nordic countries to contribute to the 
cause of a free Namibia was confirmed when a joint Nordic administrative plan 
of assistance for an independent Namibia was drawn up at the time, when 
Resolution 435 promised a quick solution to the territory’s problem.317 Finland 
was given administrative charge of the programme, and the plans were rather 
substantial. But the plan itself was buried while Namibian independence was 
being continuously postponed. Meanwhile, Nordic support to SADCC (South-
ern African Development Coordination Conference) was given preference. 
When Namibian independence was finally achieved, the joint Nordic policy 
had been forgotten.318 Only occasional meetings and informative discussions 
remained. All the countries started their individual assistance programmes for 
independent Namibia. 
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5.9. Finnish nationals at the service of Namibia in  
the multinational forums 

Finland’s Ambassador to Dar es Salaam, Martti Ahtisaari, had over the years 
developed a good working relationship with SWAPO. This was further 
strengthened when he became a member of the UN Institute’s Senate. The Na-
mibian question was approaching a solution—so everyone thought—when 
Ahtisaari’s role became more closely linked with the Namibian question. In 
Summer 1976 the Namibian Commissioner, Sean MacBride, announced that he 
intended to resign from his post in the near future. The official reasons were ill 
heath and working difficulties with the Namibia Council—especially with its 
chairperson. There was speculation centring around his resignation and espe-
cially his successor. Apart from the Secretary General, the Namibia Commis-
sioner was the only UN civil servant who was appointed directly by the Gen-
eral Assembly. Thus, wide international support was needed behind the candi-
date. 

Martti Ahtisaari was Sean MacBride’s own proposal for the post. In July he 
had proposed the idea to Ahtisaari, who informed his employer about the mat-
ter. The Foreign Ministry was not pleased about the idea at that point, and in-
structed Mr Ahtisaari not to comment about the matter. In addition to the in-
ternational power game, the attitude of SWAPO was known to be an important 
factor in the appointment. According to Sean MacBride, SWAPO had always 
had a positive view as regards Ahtisaari and Finland. Finland’s defeat in the 
election for Secretary General in 1971 was well remembered, and this made the 
Foreign Ministry cautious. Finland’s policy was not to take a vocal role in mat-
ters as complicated as the Namibian question. There was no certainty that the 
situation would be resolved quickly and smoothly. South Africa was pursuing 
its own internal settlement, and SWAPO stayed firm on its policy. Finland de-
cided to follow the well-known ‘wait and see’ policy and not to start any cam-
paign for Martti Ahtisaari. 

In September Ahtisaari was called back to Finland for an official visit. 
SWAPO had indicated that they wanted him for the post, not only because he 
was a Finn, but because of his personal capabilities. Their choice concerned the 
person, and the nationality was not an obstacle. Actually, Finland had already 
filled its quota in the UN high civil service, but this was seen as a problem to be 
overcome. In mid-September, a SWAPO delegation visited Finland and re-
quested the Finnish Government to make Ahtisaari available for the post. The 
delegation, headed by vice-president Mishake Muyongo, emphasised to For-
eign Minister Sorsa that Ahtisaari was a person whom they knew and trusted. 
Sean MacBride paid a visit to Finland soon after SWAPO did and informed the 
Finnish Government on the Namibia process. He also stated that Ahtisaari 
would surely get support from many African governments, because SWAPO 
was backing him. Finland started to warm to the idea, at least a little.  

The whole matter was kept confidential until October, and negotiations 
were held via diplomatic channels. By then, it had become quite certain that 



124 Pekka Peltola and Iina Soiri 

Martti Ahtisaari’s nomination would succeed. In October, SWAPO had offi-
cially informed the OAU that it wanted to propose him. A few days later the 
BBC reported MacBride’s resignation and approached Ahtisaari to confirm the 
speculations about his candidacy. In Finland the Social Democratic newspaper 
was the first to publicise the news.319 The Foreign Ministry confirmed the mat-
ter. However, before the nomination was brought to the General Assembly, 
there were attempts to look for other Nordic candidates. Norway proposed 
their own candidate. This caused some unrest in Finland, but actually Martti 
Ahtisaari’s nomination was already clear. At the 31st General Assembly, he was 
chosen as Namibia Commissioner.  

Interestingly, in the same connection Finland stated more clearly than ever 
its commitment to a solution for Namibia and spelled out sharper criticism 
against South Africa. President Kekkonen himself participated in formulating 
Finland’s speech for the General Assembly, which the not-so-committed For-
eign Minister Keijo Korhonen was to present.320 Korhonen’s personal disin-
terest in African questions and commitment to a realist foreign policy line was 
well known. 321 Finland’s Namibia activism had really reached its peak: the 
bilateral scholarship programme was in its planning stage. To show more 
goodwill, Finland also decided to take a new initiative on behalf of Namibia. It 
proposed the establishment of a Namibia Nationhood Programme, for educa-
tion, research and manpower training. The programme was designed and 
launched by the General Assembly and placed under the charge of the Namibia 
Commission.  

Martti Ahtisaari’s appointment was the newest achievement of international 
merit for Finland. The country had accepted an active role in the Namibia ques-
tion since its membership of the Security Council. Through Ahtisaari, Finland’s 
role in the process was reconfirmed. Although he was an international civil ser-
vant, it was natural that he should invite more Finnish nationals to work with 
him.  

Of course the fact that Ahtisaari was the Commissioner gave it additional focus, al-
though as an international civil servant he was working as a UN staff member. But 
still he was a Finn, and that added to the Finnish profile. So I think that we did 
have a very special profile in the UN.322 

Ilkka Ristimäki was assigned to design the Nationhood Programme in 1977 as a 
consultant. Later on, he entered the UN service to administer the programme. 
He was followed by Tauno Kääriä in 1980 and Veikko Tupasela in 1983. As part 
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of Finland’s financial assistance to Namibia, the Government took responsibil-
ity for the expenses of the experts. Veikko Tupasela relates:  

I should think that it did help [that I am a Finn]. The Namibian and Finnish connec-
tion was already so well established by the missionaries. Also because of Finland’s 
initiatives in the Council and Fund for Namibia it probably was easy to deal with 
the Namibians on one hand and on the other the UN community as such. The fact 
that Finland was a member of the Council and also the Fund, for Namibia Commit-
tee and also some of the other standing committees, Finland was in many places 
kind of a spokesman for the Nordic countries in many meetings. And there was, of 
course, co-ordination with other Nordic countries here in UN headquarters. When 
talking about the financial assistance, all the Nordic countries were very active and 
they were the biggest donors of all the accounts of the Fund for Namibia. Finland 
was the major donor for the Nationhood Programme for Namibia, because it had 
been active in its establishment.323 

At the height of Finland’s ever-strengthening role in the Namibia question, 
SWAPO’s internal crisis had also reached its peak. In retrospect, it is interesting 
to analyse the crisis from Finland’s point of view and to see how certain issues 
coincided.  

5.10. SWAPO’s internal crisis in 1976 

SWAPO was under an unbearable burden after the exodus from Namibia really 
started in 1974. At the same time, international negotiations were well on the 
way. The young activists and intellectuals from Namibia were shocked by the 
state of affairs in exile. Logistical and administrative structures were weak, mo-
rale low, and internal democracy almost absent. SWAPO had never been ideo-
logically very homogeneous. Ethnic differences, and unclear organisation of 
power for SWAPO-inside and SWAPO-exile, as well as different ways that the 
struggle was experienced by different generations, had divided the movement 
into several different factions. Burdened with fears of internal settlement with-
out a role for SWAPO, the leadership was not in a position to assess its own 
organisational state.  

The critics—the youngish activists from inside just arrived in exile, the con-
fused PLAN soldiers and some others, independently of each other—
demanded a party congress, which was due to be held during the five years 
from the SWAPO meeting in 1971. They thought that at an internal congress the 
situation could be discussed and solutions considered. But their demand came 
at the wrong time and in the wrong place. The congress was out of the question. 
Sam Nujoma left Zambia and the daily affairs were run by people intolerant of 
criticism and inexperienced in personnel administration. Zambia, which had 
just suffered from a crisis caused by ZAPU-ZANU rivalries, did not want to 
tolerate any more unrest in its territory. After unsuccessful attempts by the crit-
ics to meet and discuss with the SWAPO leadership, the situation reached a 
deadlock. Finally, at SWAPO’s request, the sharpest critics were detained by the 
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Zambians and put into prison ‘for protection’. When the worst tension was 
over, the more prominent ones (Andreas Shipanga and Solomon Mifima) were 
transferred to Tanzania and given a chance to ask for exile in other countries. 
Some of the detainees actually spent two years in prison. Some died and some 
are still missing. SWAPO-inside held a conference where the incumbent leader-
ship-in-exile was re-elected and power was effectively transferred to its 
hands.324 

The Nordic countries followed the events inside SWAPO very keenly. All 
the countries had programme officers in Lusaka, who had developed close and 
confidential relations with SWAPO activists. During the crisis, some SWAPO 
members were hiding in the residences of Nordic officials, such as Mr 
Karanko’s:  

This was a very difficult time. We knew them very well, because we had very close 
connections to these SWAPO people, although we were not taking any part in their 
inside activities. But we knew about them and they were discussing about this 
struggle and they were discussing with us about the situation in Namibia as such 
and they were discussing about their own situation.325  

The church personnel working among the Namibian refugees tried to take a 
mediating role. But the Namibian Rev Ilonga, for example, who criticised 
SWAPO’s policy too openly for SWAPO to tolerate, was deported from Lusaka 
together with his Finnish wife.326 Tension had got so high that they needed 
physical protection before their departure. All incidents were reported to the 
Foreign Ministry in Finland regularly.327 Its leading guideline was that Finland 
among other Nordic countries, should wait and see and not interfere. The assis-
tance programmes, and especially the preparations for the scholarship pro-
gramme, continued as normal. Martti Ahtisaari, who was informed on the 
situation by Sean MacBride, among others, relates: 

We were aware of what was going on, but I don’t think it had any major impact on 
our policy. It was simply an indication that there were difficulties in perhaps cater-
ing for different views in the organisation. The liberation struggle, as I have very 
often said, it is not the most democratic phase in the life of an organisation, because 
you are bound to have very authoritarian ways of running the organisation. ... I 
mean, that is a hard fact of life that democracy is not very high on the list. ... I think 
that the difficulty comes when you are too close to the recognised power. It’s very, 
very difficult to actually show and take a sort of distance, and then very easily you 
say that this is an internal matter.328  

Martti Ahtisaari the then Ambassador to Tanzania, thus covers how the rela-
tions to SWAPO were and takes a sort of distance to them, and also to the re-
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cently appointed Ambassador Unto Korhonen in Lusaka. It is interesting to 
speculate, in what respect Finland’s quiet policy of non-interference was influ-
enced by the fact that Mr Ahtisaari had been asked to become Namibia Com-
missioner soon after the problems in SWAPO reached their peak. It is fair 
enough to say that it at least strengthened Finland’s already adopted position of 
not interfering in SWAPO’s internal problems. Ahtisaari had taken the advice 
of his predecessor MacBride, who was strongly of the opinion that SWAPO 
should not be allowed to fall to pieces at that particular moment.329 Thus, in 
actual fact, the international community—which had a few years before granted 
SWAPO the status of the authentic representative of the Namibian people at the 
UN—ended up accepting clear violations of human rights under its own wing. 

For Finland, the situation was not so problematic, but for Sweden, it was. 
Finland had consistently avoided statements on human rights, which was yet 
another reflection of Finland’s policy of neutrality and realism in the shadow of 
a big neighbour who had problems in its human rights record. Actually bound 
by its own increasing role in the Namibian process, Finland could not make a 
different analysis of the situation inside SWAPO and come to another kind of 
conclusion. There was a risk of weakening the liberation alliance and thus play-
ing into the hands of the opposite force, in this case the powerful and violent 
South Africa. Thus the harsh measures of SWAPO could have warranted less 
understanding, had the situation been a different one. Glen Lindholm says:  

Well, I think every movement has got one or several crises. And it’s always a ques-
tion of what kind of a leadership you have. Once you have a liberation movement, 
then in reality it’s very difficult to have a democratic system in such a movement. It 
doesn’t mean that the liberation movement should give away the model of democ-
racy, but during the fight I think it is difficult to have several leaders.330  

The arrested SWAPO members were given a chance to ask for asylum in the 
Nordic countries. No official requests were made to the Finnish Government 
concerning this. But in fact, one of the persons involved, Jimmy Amupala, 
found his way to Finland—though he kept a low profile, unlike those who were 
accommodated in Sweden. 

5.11. SWAPO and Finland towards independence 

The 1976 incident strengthened the authoritarian character of SWAPO. The 
fruits were to be reaped soon thereafter. When the independence process be-
came complicated after the optimistic transition arrangements fell apart in 1978 
because of the South African double agenda, SWAPO’s fears increased. Al-
though its international position had grown stronger when the UN recognised 
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it as the “sole authentic representative of the Namibian people” in 1976, 
SWAPO became more paranoid about being left aside, when Namibia’s future 
was being shaped. And, in fact, the whole agenda changed when the East-West 
rivalry was connected with the Namibian case. The USA wanted to take the 
lead in the Southern African question, especially after the Soviet Union together 
with Cuba had gained an influential position in shaping Angola’s, and to a 
lesser extent, Mozambique’s social development towards a socialist regime.  

For Finland, it was a nightmare come true. The policy of staying away from 
superpower rivalry was still high on Finland’s agenda. Suddenly the Namibian 
question, in which Finland had been so much involved had become just that. 
Martti Ahtisaari was appointed as UN Special Representative for Namibia, on 
top of his position as the Namibia Commissioner, and he had difficulty in man-
aging both roles. As Special Representative, his task was to act as a conciliator 
and compromise-builder, which meant wider contacts especially with the 
Western powers. The Namibia Council and the Commissioner’s work, on the 
other hand, was not as widely recognised because it was seen as being so close 
to SWAPO’s position. This was spelled out by SWAPO, too.331 The double role 
ceased to exist only in 1982 when Brajesh Mishra was nominated as the new 
Namibia Commissioner. The Council’s work was strongly rejected by South 
Africa. In actual fact, the Council’s role in the political negotiations dimin-
ished.332 

Finland had to review its policy carefully. Fortunately, from Finland’s point 
of view, the UN remained logical in its policy and demanded a unilateral solu-
tion of the Namibian question. Finland stuck to that and continued its growing 
humanitarian assistance. In the end, the Namibian question was solved behind 
closed doors through a series of diplomatic efforts which took nearly another 
decade. 

In its relations with SWAPO, Finland kept to the same line, backing it consis-
tently. The powerful NGO alliance secured growing public support for SWAPO 
and for Finland’s policy in assisting it. NGOs, too, had been quite ignorant con-
cerning SWAPO’s internal development. Furthermore, different opinions were 
presented. According to Ambassador Richard Müller in Dar es Salaam, Fin-
land’s policy toward the Namibian question ought to follow the line that the 
Frontline States had accepted. A negotiated settlement was critically important 
for them. To support this objective as actively as possible, Finland ought to fol-
low the consistent Nordic line, which prioritised a peaceful settlement in all 
situations. He concluded that Finland’s continuing one-sided commitment to 
support SWAPO would be politically and morally questioned if SWAPO did 
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not accept the negotiated settlement of Group 5—as the Western powers which 
were leading the negotiations were called.333  

As a matter of fact, Finland had not closed the door to other Namibian politi-
cal groups. The representatives of SWAPO-Democrats indicated a wish to meet 
with the Finnish Government at the beginning of 1979. SWAPO-Democrats was 
formed after the 1976 crisis, when some of the activists who were expelled from 
SWAPO, formed a new organisation, led by Andreas Shipanga. Many of them 
were based in Sweden. The Foreign Ministry informed them that an appoint-
ment could be arranged at the officer level. Secretary General Ottilie Abrahams 
visited Finland on 31 January 1979 and met the head of section, Mr Sampovaara 
and Foreign Secretary, Mr Mäntyvaara. She explained the background to 
SWAPO’s split and pointed out that Finland was giving all its Namibian aid to 
SWAPO. She wished that Finland would provide her organisation with help 
and give financial assistance and scholarships. Finland’s representatives ex-
plained that Finland was channelling aid to SWAPO only. This policy was 
based on OAU decisions and on SWAPO’s position at the UN, where it was 
recognised as the sole authentic representative.334 No aid was eventually given 
to SWAPO-D. 

Some time earlier, a number of members of SWANU had asked Finland for 
asylum. Referring to Finland’s refugee quota as an official explanation, Finland 
dismissed the application. But actually, Finland did not want to spoil its rela-
tions with SWAPO, which were seen as being of primary importance. The issue 
never became a subject of public discussion. Only later, did Finland’s strict pol-
icy regarding refugees raise concern among the human rights groups. 

This relationship between Finland and SWAPO was not disturbed even by 
the small pieces of information which started to circulate concerning SWAPO’s 
treatment of dissidents in the camps. According to this information, SWAPO 
had set up prison camps in Angola, where a growing number of its members 
were taken after being accused as spies. They were interrogated and false testi-
monies were forced from them. SWAPO’s supporters, Finland among others, 
were aware of the rumours. 

It was something like 1986–87. We started to get information about the concentra-
tion camps and we started to be concerned over this, especially because many of 
the pastors who were within SWAPO were taken to prison by SWAPO and they 
were mishandled and killed.335  

An international fact-finding mission was among the few measures organised 
because of the rumours. The worst stories were not confirmed—rather, the situ-
ation went more or less unnoticed. That was due, also, to the unprofessional 
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manner, in which the critics of SWAPO were presenting their claims.336 Their 
credibility was effectively denied by the powerful SWAPO leadership. The 
NGO alliance, concentrating all its efforts on securing growing financial assis-
tance to Namibia, was suffering from an internal censorship. Many of its activ-
ists, had, after all, been in the camps and seen people disappearing. On the 
other hand, for most of its supporters, SWAPO’s problems were completely 
unknown.  

And again, the international community, among others Finland, regarded 
the continuation of the process toward independence to be more important, 
than the alleged violations of human rights. Not that the question was com-
pletely silenced, though. During the election campaign in 1989, the opposition 
parties took up the issue of detainees publicly. The Special Representative, 
Martti Ahtisaari, set up a Mission for Detainees group, consisting of nine mem-
bers who were to familiarise themselves with the issue and make a report con-
cerning the list of 1,100 prisoners compiled by various international organisa-
tions. After trips to SWAPO’s camps in Zambia and Angola, the group pro-
duced its report. Controversies in the situation and bitterness led even to some 
juridical procedures, but the matter was never solved, because SWAPO did not 
agree to discuss the matter—referring, naturally, to the hundreds of detained 
and killed by South Africa. In short, SWAPO considered itself as being at war 
against South Africa, in which everybody had to choose his side. Those who 
hesitated were alleged to be spies, who were to be destroyed.337 The problem 
was complicated by the fact that South Africa had not signed the Geneva con-
vention on prisoners of war.338 

Today, the truth has started to come out into the open. Up to two thousand 
members of SWAPO are said to have gone through the horrors of the prison 
camps. Many are still missing.339 Although it is SWAPO’s duty to solve the 
problem, the international community should accept part of the responsibility.  
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Martti Ahtisaari comments:  
The justification for that [supporting SWAPO unconditionally] was to concentrate 
the efforts vis-à-vis the occupying power. That was the fact which we had to deal 
with. But it obviously didn’t make life any easier and the solution of the problem 
either. Because in the end, I think, the mere armed struggle would never have 
solved the problem; and if you go for a democratic solution, then you have to give 
everybody the chance to participate and agree conditions so that they would be 
starting on a fairly equal basis. ... It’s even more remarkable that Namibia has be-
come a sort of example of democratic society in the whole continent. ... I asked the 
Foreign Minister and we both agreed that if somebody would have asked us 10 
years ago if this sort of development would be possible, I don’t think anyone of us 
would have believed it. We would have expected much greater difficulties in build-
ing up a democratic society.340  

Mr Ahtisaari was showing enormous patience in trying to draw things together 
during the negotiations. He was endeavouring to strike a balance between the 
different interests linked with the Namibian question. However, it was no 
longer only a question of one country’s independence, but it carried a lot of 
weight in regard to the destiny of the whole region. The Finnish Government, 
regularly informed by Mr Ahtisaari, was backing his efforts. Even the Finnish 
President Koivisto himself approached President Kaunda of Zambia during the 
dramatic events of the transitional period in 1989, assuring the leader of the 
Frontline countries of Mr Ahtisaari’s commitment to implementing the process 
resulting in an independent Namibia.341 Despite all the difficulties, the Namibia 
process came to an end and the transition process was led by Special Represen-
tative Martti Ahtisaari—not without bloodshed, though. The Namibian cease-
fire was broken just when this high UN official had arrived on the scene. 

The traumatic event of SWAPO’s troops violating the agreement on the 
process of transition to Namibian independence and entering Namibian terri-
tory, was solved by Martti Ahtisaari’s decision to allow South African forces to 
stop SWAPO’s soldiers. Mr Ahtisaari has not been willing to discuss this inci-
dent in closer detail, because it is more important that the process finally suc-
ceeded. 

I’m more happy that despite this disaster at the beginning we could carry out the 
exercise. ... I was in a much stronger position when I realised that they [the South 
African regime] didn’t use the opportunity that SWAPO gave them. Because they 
could have taken the high road actually then and say, look, this is it, out we go, end 
of the process, UN out. But they didn’t do it. And that then made me draw the con-
clusion that they are here to stay to the bitter end and see this whole process 
through. So one could say that this tragic death of these people served that purpose 
that it reinforced the process finally.342  

Finnish troops participated in the UNTAG forces. Finland’s direct support to 
SWAPO was terminated according to a non-partiality clause in 1989. The re-
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cently established SWAPO information office, financed by the Government, had 
to be shut down. Despite Finnish NGOs’ protest for continuation of the official 
aid, SWAPO agreed with the decision. In actual fact Finnish support to SWAPO 
did not diminish at all, because NGO support could fill the gap—with consid-
erable aid from the government. Nahas Angula admits: 

In the implementation, Finland was in the different position, because its national 
was the one implementing the programme here. And of course it was in the interest 
of Mr Ahtisaari to be seen to be impartial; and if Finland was seen to be partial, 
Ahtisaari’s credibility could have been questioned by the other side. So that is un-
derstandable. But that is just that time of implementation.343 

The NGOs continued their efforts, aiding SWAPO’s repatriation and informa-
tion work during the election campaign. The Finnish Namibian Friendship So-
ciety had become the co-ordinating NGO in Namibian affairs during the late 
1980s. The society had since 1979 united Namibia’s friends from missionaries to 
the leftist activists. A specially designed fund-raising campaign was started by 
the society. The students joined the campaign by collecting additional funds at 
the universities.344 The NGOs also organised a fact-finding mission to Namibia 
during the transition period, monitoring the registration of the voters, and 
many activists of the society served as election observers in 1989. 

Finland’s long standing relationship with SWAPO was then turned into 
normal cooperation between the two countries, and Namibia became one of the 
main recipients of Finnish aid. Namibia was actually adopted as a target coun-
try for development cooperation years back in 1976, but only now could the 
bilateral cooperation be started. Martti Ahtisaari’s service for Namibia and in 
the UN in general earned him a lot of respect and popularity in Finland. In 1994 
he was elected as president of Finland, standing as a surprise candidate of the 
Social Democratic party. He was later nominated as the first Honorary Citizen 
of Namibia. 

After the Namibian settlement, things started to move faster in South Africa 
as well. Roelof ‘Pik’ Botha, then Foreign Minister of South Africa, notes the 
Nordic countries’ role in acting as some kind of brokers in the negotiated set-
tlement in the whole of Southern Africa. He reminds us of the importance of the 
events in the entire Namibian independence situation—including the with-
drawal of Cuban troops from Angola—in relation to events in South Africa. 
They paved the way for what later happened there.  

Martti Ahtisaari is a Finn and he played a very, I would say, decisively important 
role. There is no question about it. I hope that history will accord him the credit 
that is due to him. I think of the years and years that he was waiting for a move-
ment on the Namibian issue and how things went wrong, time and time again. But 
he displayed a reasonable attitude, and the two of us eventually got on very, very 
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well together. We developed a personal relationship, which once again proved to 
me—as so many other events in my life—what can be achieved if we sometimes 
move from stern agendas and minutes, preconceived judgements and ideas, and 
just retain an open mind towards one another. It was mainly a result of that infor-
mal, yes, trust in each other’s personal integrity.345 

According to Mr Botha, Martti Ahtisaari’s role was pivotal in that respect, also 
in comparison with that of the superpowers, which had later claimed the great-
est credit in the process.346 The South African developments will be dealt with 
in the next chapter. 
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5.12. Zimbabwe/Rhodesia and Finland 

In the Rhodesian question, Finland had traditionally kept a low profile. Finland 
fulfilled the trade embargo obligations determined by the UN, and passed a law 
to forbid trade in 1967. There was not much to lose, because the trade relations 
were modest anyway. Finland regarded the Rhodesia/Zimbabwe question as 
an internal issue and did not want to protest—not even when some countries, 
among others Great Britain, openly broke the embargo. Finland’s interests in 
relation to those countries were greater than its solidarity with the Zimbabwean 
people. 

Another factor in the issue was that the complexities of the liberation strug-
gle in Zimbabwe were not well understood in Finland. ZAPU and ZANU were 
known, but then all those alliances and factions did not really become clear in 
the eyes of the ordinary people or the foreign policy decision-makers. The situa-
tion was followed from the Embassy in Dar es Salaam, but their understanding 
of the events relied on secondary sources. ZAPU and ZANU did not develop a 
closer contact with the Embassy officers. ZANU was regarded as the more im-
portant and operative by the diplomatic community. 

In the NGO sector, there were activists who promoted the Zimbabwean 
struggle. In its first fund-raising campaign, the International Solidarity Founda-
tion gathered funds for Zimbabweans to buy hoes for in 1970.347 The money 
was transferred through international partner organisations, and the recipient 
was simply the people of Zimbabwe, as stated during the campaign.  

Among the NGO circles, in contrast to at the Foreign Ministry, ZAPU was 
the more popular movement in their understanding, because activists Börje 
Mattsson and Mikko Lohikoski had met its leader Joshua Nkomo several times. 
In the background was the fact that Mr Nkomo had a better relationship to 
Moscow and the socialist solidarity movement, with which the Africa Com-
mittee had a close connection. He was invited to Finland, too.348 ZAPU had 
representation in the World Peace Council, whose headquarters were located in 
Helsinki. The Africa Committee—as a subcommittee of the Finnish member 
organisation of WPC, the Peace Committee—was influenced by its policies as 
well.  

The NGOs were fully aware of the problems of mobilising for Zimbabwe.  
And the legal status of the country was such that it made it more difficult to mobi-
lise in Finland, which at that time very clearly justified its activity on the inter-
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national arena. They were very careful to remind what were the legal grounds, be-
cause the question of non-interference was much stronger at that time.349  

ZAPU had already asked for support from the Finnish Government in Novem-
ber 1972. The answer was always that Finland did not support groups with vio-
lent means. The Finnish government had not yet reached the decision of princi-
ple at that time and no aid to any liberation movement was authorised. Also 
ZANU approached the Embassy in Dar es Salaam asking for support. Both re-
quests were repeated several times.350 No funding was provided. The ANC 
(Rhodesia) also approached the Embassy in Lusaka, asking for assistance and 
planning a visit to Finland.351 Nothing materialised. The 1973 working group 
on supporting of liberation movements had stated that Finland’s assistance to 
Southern Rhodesia should be mainly in the form of refugee work. Support to 
the victims of apartheid was channelled through UN funds.  

In April 1973 a border crisis between Zambia and Rhodesia occurred. Zam-
bia, which was acting as host to the rival liberation movements, was left with-
out access to the sea and railways when Rhodesia closed the border. The inter-
national community came to Zambia’s help. Finland, which was giving devel-
opment aid to Zambia, decided to put a cargo plane at the disposal of the Zam-
bian Government for transport necessities. This air bridge formed by the Fin-
nish plane was used by other international donors as well between Lusaka and 
Nairobi. The costs of the operation, 756,000 FIM, were paid from the humanitar-
ian budget.352 This is actually the only case where Finland got involved in any 
situation related to the Zimbabwean liberation struggle. In this case, its in-
volvement was again indirect, targeted to a sovereign Zambian Government. 

Some NGOs included ZAPU in their fund-raising campaigns and donated 
some material assistance to the movement. But the Zimbabwean struggle was 
left aside when other issues, which got more popular support—such as Na-
mibia assistance and the South Africa boycott—absorbed the limited resources 
of the NGOs. But nearly always, when information campaigns were arranged, 
support to all the Southern African liberation movements was demanded and 
the regional struggle as a whole was emphasised.  

Joshua Nkomo was again in Finland when an Africa Solidarity week was 
organised in March 1978.353 He met Prime Minister Kalevi Sorsa and Foreign 
Minister Paavo Väyrynen and explained the situation inside Zimbabwe where-
by the international community had for years tried to organise a negotiated set-
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tlement between the different groups, who were getting more and more impa-
tient.  

Zimbabwe gained its independence in 1980. Finland had to experience 
something of the taste of bitter revenge during the celebration for independence 
which was attended by Finland’s then Foreign Minister Pär Stenbäck. In his 
travel report he pointed out to TALKE, a standing parliamentary committee for 
economic relations with the developing countries, that Finland’s reception 
lagged far behind the warm hospitality that the other Nordic countries re-
ceived. This led to a more general conclusion that Finland’s role was not so well 
known in Africa. As a result, TALKE decided that Finland had to raise her pro-
file in Africa. Finland wanted to follow the example of Sweden, which, as 
TALKE believed, had gained substantial economic benefits due to its commit-
ment to the liberation struggle. SWAPO and Namibia were identified as proper 
partners.354 As we have seen, SWAPO, and to a lesser extent ANC, surely bene-
fited from this indication of preferences on the part of the Zimbabwean Gov-
ernment, and perhaps from a sprinkling of vanity on the part of the Finnish 
Government. 

The economic interest in Zimbabwe took precedence over the need for de-
velopment assistance. At the beginning of the 1980s Finland granted some de-
velopment credits to the country.355 But development cooperation never played 
a significant role in its relations with Zimbabwe. The NGOs’ less active promo-
tion of support for independent Zimbabwe was certainly affected by the fact 
that ZANU was the winner of the independence elections.  
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Chapter 6 

South Africa, ANC and the Boycott Question 

Side by side with the growing Finnish support for Namibian people, the NGOs 
had built up popular opinion against the South African regime and its apart-
heid policy. After the massacre in Soweto, the popular protest against South 
Africa intensified. Finland’s double-faced policy toward South Africa became 
the object of several petitions and statements. The Africa Committee strength-
ened the boycott action by calling other NGOs to join the boycott movement. 
Important input came from the trade union movement. 

In fact, after Niilo Wälläri’s death, the sharpest criticism had already with-
ered away in the 1960s. The brandy boycott was called off in 1969. The trade 
with South Africa had—to the disappointment of the Foreign Ministry—
declined at the beginning of the 1970s. A commercial secretary was posted to 
the Pretoria legation, though concealed under the title of “secretary”. The For-
eign Ministry was cautious not to wake up the sleeping bear, public boycott 
action. A couple of Finnish companies had established minor manufacturing 
facilities in South Africa and Swaziland.356 All of a sudden, in May 1976, there 
were reports in the German press that Finland planned to terminate economic 
relations with South Africa.357 In an interview, President Kekkonen had said 
that Finland wanted to support the UN General Assembly recommendations 
aiming at isolating the apartheid regime. However, Finland had continuously 
repeated that it preferred mandatory sanctions set by the Security Council, ac-
cording to the UN Charter. It was not aiming at any unilateral action.  

The Foreign Ministry hurried to emphasise that no policy change was on its 
way. Instructions given by the political department to its diplomatic missions 
followed, stating that Finland was not considering termination of the economic 
relationship. Concerning the diplomatic relations, the question had not been 
raised at all, according to Mr Iloniemi. He instructed that the press reports 
should, however, be refuted carefully in order to keep freedom of action in this 
issue.358  

This discussion shows that there were different opinions in the foreign pol-
icy decision-making circles. Finland’s role in the Namibia question had been 
noted and Martti Ahtisaari’s nomination as Commissioner was under specula-
tion. According to sources close to the late President Kekkonen, he was quite 
radical in his standpoints towards Southern Africa. Although other matters 
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kept him fully occupied, he occasionally displayed his will against the conser-
vative Foreign Ministry officials. As described in the previous chapter, later the 
same year, Finland made a strong statement at the General Assembly, pre-
sented by the Centre Party Foreign Minister, Keijo Korhonen. The speech was 
altered several times, at Kekkonen’s request, to contain more criticism toward 
Southern Africa.359  

But in practice, as Heino also concludes, Finland’s policy did not change to a 
great extent in the 1970s, although pressure came even from the parliamentary 
side.360 The time was not ripe and Finland wanted to stick to its neutral posi-
tion. A study by the Foreign Ministry on relations with South Africa, commis-
sioned by an overwhelming majority in Parliament, did not present any reasons 
to change anything. Other options—terminating or lowering the status of the 
diplomatic relations, banning the export of capital to or urging companies not 
to invest in South Africa—were not adopted, because the Foreign Ministry was 
afraid that unilateral action by Finland would be seen as an indication that it 
did not believe in peaceful development or did not want to support it. Thus, 
Finland decided to abstain from all action and wait for the results of the inter-
national negotiations.361   

6.1. Joint Nordic programme of action 

Finland’s reluctance to act unilaterally in the South African question made joint 
Nordic action more important. For the sake of strengthening its image of a neu-
tral country, this suited Finland, because she wanted to be seen in the right 
company internationally. After Soweto, in 1976, the Foreign Ministers of all the 
Nordic countries decided at their meeting on a five-point programme concern-
ing the South African issue. Most important was the objective of using all 
means available to establish an effective international sanctions policy within 
the UN framework. The Security Council adopted Resolution 418 for a manda-
tory arms embargo against South Africa in 1977. Accordingly, the Finnish gov-
ernment issued a decree prohibiting the export of all types of military equip-
ment. Because no other obligatory sanctions were decided on within the UN 
framework, the Nordic Foreign Ministers adopted a joint Nordic Programme of 
Action against South Africa as a step towards unilateral Nordic sanctions.362 

The Programme of Action—which recommended curtailing economic rela-
tions by stopping production in South Africa and discontinuing sports and cul-
ture relations as well as new visa regulations—had little effect in Finland. Fin-
land already required visas from South African citizens, sports contacts had 
been to a large extent discontinued, and no Finnish manufacturing companies 
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existed in South Africa. After that, sanctions were on the agenda every now and 
then, and Finland’s policy did not change from the basic course set in 1976.363  

6.2. Support for ANC and other anti-apartheid organisations 

However reluctant Finland was to back the sanctions policy unilaterally, it was 
prepared to come into closer contact with ANC. In accordance with calls from 
the Security Council “to contribute generously for assistance to the victims of 
violence and repression, including educational assistance to student refugees 
from South Africa”,364 Finland concluded that there were no obstacles to start-
ing to support ANC with humanitarian aid. Swedish official direct assistance to 
ANC had been a regular feature since 1973. Norway had already budgeted 
funds for the organisation. In 1977, Finland decided to start humanitarian assis-
tance and agree on the details with ANC via the Finnish Embassy in Lusaka.365 
After the formal decision, the Foreign Ministry reserved 200,000 FIM to be allo-
cated to ANC.366  

An agreement with ANC was drawn up, and the money was transferred to 
its account in London. ANC was obliged to use it for humanitarian purposes 
only (for purchasing necessities, such as blankets, clothing and food etc.), and to 
report back to the Foreign Ministry on the use of funds. The official assistance 
to ANC grew significantly year by year, though never reaching Sweden’s 
level.367  

As a result, ANC was having difficulties in using up all the money in a given 
time, as Finland was strict about the justifications of how the money was avail-
able for use. ANC never challenged Finland’s reservations, although it found 
Finland’s position somewhat hypocritical, as Lindiwe Mabuza explains:  

All the cards were on the table. And although not everything would be specifically 
discussed there, there was no doubt that the Finnish authorities knew that when 
they are giving assistance to ANC, the assistance did not discriminate between 
those that were engaged in the military and those who were doing political work. 
Because if we were given food or art material for people in Angola, those were 
mainly soldiers. So there was no supply of weapons, but you and I know, that sol-
diers without food and soap and toothpaste can rise up in mutiny. So our move-
ment, the leadership of the ANC, never made any attacks on the nature of the assis-
tance, if on the face of it, it excluded military. We all knew better. There was under-
standing too, that our military was essentially, first and foremost a political army. 
But individuals and some political parties actually gave contributions towards our 
military requirements.368  
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Martti Ahtisaari also points out the discussion centring around the nature of the 
aid.  

[In the beginning], basically no money was to be given, because of this whole dis-
cussion that always comes, that whether money would be directed towards pur-
chase of arms, for instance. I think it is a simplistic discussion in a sense that if you 
get food, you don’t need to use your money to buy the food. You can use it on 
something else. That’s how it is.369 

A proposal was made by the NGOs that part of the government assistance 
could be used in cooperation projects between Finnish NGOs and ANC. A 
large-scale Taksvärkki Campaign had been organised to collect funds for the lib-
eration movements in 1978, ANC being one of the beneficiaries. It was agreed 
that a printing press would be donated, shipped and installed in its office in 
Luanda. An expert was needed to install the machine, which required addi-
tional funds. The Taksvärkki Committee then proposed, that government funds 
would be used to meet the additional costs. The settlement was accepted by all 
parties. Markku Vesikko370 was sent to Luanda, thus beginning his long career 
of assisting ANC and SWAPO during the struggle.  

Contrary to what happened in its SWAPO relations, ANC and Finland never 
started a joint coherent programme together, such as the scholarship pro-
gramme. There were only a few ANC students in Finland invited by the NGOs, 
but scholarships were funded elsewhere by the Government of Finland. The 
majority of the assistance was given in kind, such as medical and other trans-
port equipment for the camps in Tanzania and Angola. Negotiations with ANC 
were carried on by the Embassy in Lusaka and through occasional ANC visits 
to Finland. ANC had had an office with a full-time representative, Lindiwe Ma-
buza, in Stockholm since 1979.  

I was very apprehensive when I left from Lusaka to Stockholm. Here I was coming 
to a completely white world, to try and move the world more and more close to our 
positions. But I was helped by advice from the then ANC President, the late Oliver 
Tambo who said: “Don’t worry, go there, you are going to be working amongst 
friends. That whole region has a very strong tradition of being against oppression 
and anti-apartheid is one of the main agendas of the region.” And I found that to be 
so true in all the Scandinavian countries. In Finland I found that I really didn’t have 
to fight too much to convince people, of course there were those who supported the 
apartheid side.371  

By 1985 the annual assistance had grown to over two million Finnish marks and 
a lot of previous years’ allocations was still unused. In consequence, a proposal 
was made that the aid package should be negotiated annually between the Fin-
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nish Government and ANC, following the example of SWAPO. The first annual 
consultations were held on December 11–13, 1985. It was agreed that part of the 
assistance would still be used for purchasing of necessities (sugar, powdered 
milk, towels etc.); and for the remaining amount, ANC would provide requests 
and proposals in the following fields: construction, machines for agricultural 
development, and education. It was planned that a vocational training pro-
gramme for teachers would be started. Finland was keen to promote its own 
manufacturing industry, as the list of goods in the document shows (Sisu 
trucks, sugar from Finland, etc.).372  

In the consultations, the NGO aid to ANC was also always reviewed. NGO 
representatives were met with, and new programmes designed. Since Taksvärkki 
1978, the number of NGOs in cooperation with ANC had increased substan-
tially. Although many of the NGOs preferred assistance for Namibia and re-
garded South Africa more as an object of sanctions and political pressure work, 
ANC support was found to be important for many of them. That was not least 
because of Lindiwe Mabuza’s personality and admirable talent for speaking for 
her organisation. She is, after all, a poet, far from the standard picture of a lib-
eration fighter—and that again made an impact, like Janet Mondlane did in the 
1970s. 

Thanks to Ms Mabuza, many cultural organisations started training pro-
grammes or cultural activities in the camps, such as establishing a journal and a 
library. The Africa Committee was engaged in sending equipment and person-
nel to construct the vocational Training and Health Centre in Viana, Angola. 
The International Solidarity Foundation, for its part, funded personnel and 
equipment for a furniture factory in Mazimbu, Tanzania. The trade union 
movement joined in the assistance programmes as well. The Transport Workers 
Union (AKT) supported the SOMAFCO refugee camp; and the Central Trade 
Union Organisation (SAK) donated paper for the ANC printing works in Lu-
saka, formally to finance the printing of The Namibian Worker. SACTU and a 
number of other South African trade unions got some support from SAK and 
other trade union organisations in Finland during the early 1980s.  

Many NGOs co-operated in the project work, although apart from the boy-
cott organisation EELAK, there was no official co-ordination. Whereas there 
were nine NGOs in cooperation with ANC in 1984, with a total contribution of 
approximately 400,000 FIM, the number of NGOs had increased to 13 by the 
year 1987, with projects worth 1 900,000 FIM altogether.373  

Convincing proof of Lindiwe Mabuza’s talent for getting Finns to support 
ANC was given when the Development Association of the Coalition (Conserva-
tive) Party decided to invite and provide funds for an ANC student to study in 
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Finland. At the beginning of the 1980s, the Finnish Association of Adult Educa-
tion, which was already supporting SWAPO programmes, wanted to support 
ANC students—because they were so many from Namibia and nobody from 
South Africa, as the chairperson Helena Kekkonen put it.374 When the finances 
had been secured from FINNIDA, the two organisations both invited one stu-
dent to study at Tampere University. Out of all the NGOs, the Conservative 
Party youth organisation was least likely to support ANC, because it had been 
the most vocal critic of the “policy of supporting the terrorists”. Their scholar-
ship programme thus showed that support to the liberation movements had 
become a widely accepted fact in Finnish society. The alliance in supporting the 
Southern African liberation struggle reached even the most conservative seg-
ments of the society. This was even more telling because many of the Conserva-
tive youth activists were still for a long time against any engagement in boycott 
activities. As Lindiwe Mabuza explains: 

We never assumed that it was impossible to move anybody in any society to see 
the light and to take strong position against apartheid. We never made that as-
sumption. On the contrary, our assumption was that, we can make anybody 
change their position and their thinking about apartheid. And I think history has 
borne that out. The second thing is that when we were targeting groups in our 
countless campaigns—women’s organisations, church groups, youth groups etc.—
you presented a picture to them about their counterparts in South Africa. How was 
life in South Africa for young people, black and white? And the decision and choice 
was for them. The decision was for them to see what is wrong about apartheid. 
That led to decisions about counter-action, support to victims! We just created, 
painted pictures for them and the conclusion was for them to make! We always 
said, you isolate the policy, the regime, but you don’t isolate the victims of the sys-
tem. It was a much easier thing for the youth of any party, including conservative 
youth, who have more means, to come up and say we can work on a programme 
that actually helps you to prepare for the future. They had accepted the idea that 
ANC would be a future government and the future belongs to the youth. It was 
good thinking. It was politics but it was very humanistic, and it was exactly what 
we wanted. It was important that they broke away from conservatism and identi-
fied with our youth.375  

At the beginning, ANC was the only South African organisation which got as-
sistance from Finland, not counting the international funds for the victims of 
apartheid, such as the UN Trust Fund for South Africa, the Educational and 
Training Programme for Southern Africa, and the OAU Assistance Fund. They 
had all received annual contributions from Finland for many years. Further-
more, in 1979 Finland made a donation to the International University Ex-
change Fund, the one and only time. In 1983 PAC, the Pan-Africanist Congress 
approached Finland asking for assistance for its refugee camp in Tanzania. Af-
ter a careful assessment, Finland decided to donate 20,000 FIM to the organi-
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sation. The justification was found from the OAU, which regarded PAC as a 
viable South African liberation movement.  

By the mid-1980s, it had become clear that the public action against apart-
heid was greater than ever in South Africa. The trade unions had been organ-
ised, and different NGOs formed a mass democratic movement, the United 
Democratic Front. Their activities intensified side by side with the growing re-
pression from the regime. The international community failed to find a solution 
to the situation. Mandatory economic sanctions were vetoed in the Security 
Council.  

The Nordic countries had annually reviewed their policy against South Af-
rica. When lobbying for mandatory international sanctions, they also started to 
support a larger number of democratic and non-racial NGOs and institutions 
inside South Africa. Finland’s humanitarian assistance was allocated to differ-
ent South African human rights organisations, universities and citizen associa-
tions. Political prisoners’ and their families’ legal and social aid was financed 
through IDAF and other organisations.  

In 1985, when radical trade unions in South Africa formed COSATU, Finnish 
trade unions began to support this and several of its affiliated unions immedi-
ately. Up to 1995, the support amounted to 1.9 million FIM. Substantial assis-
tance was given to the trade union movement, both directly and through the 
Trade Union Solidarity Centre (SASK), which was established in 1986. SASK 
also carried out some legal aid programmes. 

When SASK was launched, it had to start from the scraps. So we actually inherited 
the programmes that SAK had. Firstly, we actually had only the so-called old SAK 
programmes, and they were in Angola with the SWAPO and they were short-term 
humanitarian programmes. During the first year, we had nothing else but only 
SWAPO and the ANC and a small programme with the trade union centre in Mo-
zambique. As a result, we started to grow and it became more logical to have trade 
union education programmes and not only short-term assistance programmes to 
liberation movements. It was clear financial assistance for their [trade unions’] exis-
tence. To support the organisation, the administration of the organisation, to sup-
port the salaries and everything. And then it was also so-called humanitarian assis-
tance, from the Finnish humanitarian budget, which was for legal costs for victims 
of violence and detainees and families of detainees and funeral assistance. That we 
got quite many years, from 1988 to 1993, from the Finnish Government.376  

Contribution to the NGOs inside South Africa grew together with the ANC as-
sistance until the beginning of the 1990s. This was done in full agreement with 
ANC. However, in South Africa the civil society was forming a wide anti-
apartheid alliance committed to the abolishment of the regime. In contrast to 
SWAPO, which did not want the internal organisation to challenge its external 
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leadership, the ANC was ready to accept a multifaceted, heterogeneous internal 
front as its partner in the struggle. 

Money was going to IDAF, and IDAF was supporting prisoners’ programmes in 
South Africa. The programmes of the dependants of political prisoners, the law-
yers’ committees for the defence of those. All kinds of humanitarian work, includ-
ing trade unions. And the money was going into a very critically significant job of 
mobilising our people. You know, that after the arrest of the major leaders like Nel-
son Mandela, Walter Sisulu, people went underground, people went out of the 
country, ANC was dislocated. In practice people were afraid to organise. We had to 
start almost from scratch, putting confidence back into people to re-engage in new 
ways. And we knew that the support had to be built step by step in order to build a 
formidable anti-apartheid resistance movement. And without FINNIDA going to 
these groups, assisting them, things would have been more difficult. FINNIDA 
would support what didn’t immediately look like liberation struggle, support to 
the South African Council of Churches, support to FOSATU and later COSATU 
was support for the liberation of South Africa. It was for maintaining people, who 
were also working on a day-to-day basis to organise. Those people could be within 
a trade union movement, they could have been within the church groups, within 
women’s organisations, within professions, within the lawyers or the medical or-
ganisations, but people that could be identified by ANC as the ones who would re-
ceive those monies that were agreed upon.377  

Especially the Social Democratic Foreign Ministers Kalevi Sorsa followed by 
Pertti Paasio pressed for more and wider assistance to the internal organisation. 
In any case, ANC had always received more aid directly than it was able to 
handle. When ANC aid was discontinued in 1993, the South African NGOs had 
become important channels for supporting of human rights and democracy in 
South Africa during and after the transition to democracy.378 

6.3. Pressure for sanctions and the trade ban law 

In the 1980s, the NGOs’ role in shaping Finland’s Southern African policy be-
came especially important. In fact, according to Heino, the South African ques-
tion was the first Finnish foreign policy issue, in which NGOs had a significant 
say. As we have shown here, the NGO alliance and wide public opinion had 
already played an important part in the decision to start official direct aid to the 
liberation movements. And it was mainly the same organisations and institu-
tions in Finland which joined forces against the South African apartheid policy. 
They built up public opinion into favouring trade unions’ unilateral actions 
against the state. As a result, the NGOs—and especially the trade union move-
ment—terminated Finland’s trade with South Africa, as finally confirmed by 
law in 1987.  

The process of change in Finland’s foreign policy has been described thor-
oughly in Timo-Erkki Heino’s book, so there is no need to go into all the details. 
However, it was an important side-product of Finland’s commitment to involve 
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itself by a variety of means toward ending colonialism in Africa, and to support 
the international community’s policy toward ending apartheid. The description 
here follows his account closely, with the addition of information from archive 
sources not available to him. Risto Kuisma’s 379 recent book Tilinpäätös (Closing 
the accounts) and his interview also supplement Heino’s version. As Heino so 
appropriately describes it, the South Africa sanctions question was, first of all, a 
kind of a battle against the Finnish forest and paper industry.  

Before going into the developments which led to sanctions, we have to say 
something about Finland’s economic relations with South Africa. Several stud-
ies had concluded that Finland’s trade and other economic relations with South 
Africa were of little importance.380 However, although the trade itself was 
small in volume, it was the main interaction between the two countries. The 
function of the diplomatic representation was mainly related to trade.381 As 
described earlier, Finland had had honorary consuls in South Africa since the 
1920s. Diplomatic relations were only established in 1949, after the National 
Party, which had won the elections, wanted to establish its own foreign rela-
tions independently from the mother country Great Britain.382 The trade was 
important before the Second World War, and especially in the 1930s, when the 
Finnish forest industry was looking for markets with new openings beyond 
Europe. After the Second World War, the political situation and Finland’s par-
ticipation in handling the question in the UN had had their impact on the trade 
relations. Still, the 1950s and 1960s were most active years in building up the 
economic contacts, which were disturbed only by the brandy boycott at the end 
of the 1960s. Finland diversified its export from traditional forest products (like 
paper, pulp, machinery), increasing also the proportion of highly manufactured 
goods (electronics). Technology and know-how were imported, and Finnish 
experts were working in South Africa.383 Finland’s imports from South Africa 
consisted mainly of food—fruit, to a large extent. Continuing into the 1970s, the 
trade with South Africa decreased after the peak in 1974, despite continued 
promotion and the opening of the South African Embassy in Helsinki in 
1967.384 
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Finland’s trade with South Africa has constituted a minuscule 0.5 per cent of 
its total foreign trade.385 The South African trade has thus never been of great 
importance to Finland. What is important, though, is that the terms of that trade 
were favourable to Finland, the exports being greater than the imports.386 And 
in comparison with other developing countries South Africa was of some im-
portance as regards trade, being among the most important developing-country 
partners.387 A lot of Finnish exports have also gone to South Africa via other 
countries, which means that South Africa is an important consumer of Finnish 
products. With Namibia, Finland’s trade was even more modest, consisting 
only of the importation of some leather and pelts.  

One must conclude that in the framework of the national economy of Fin-
land as a whole, the South African trade was of no importance. Those who had 
exported the most products to South Africa were Enso-Gutzeit Oy, Kymi 
Kymmene Oy and Oy Nokia AB.388 The largest sector of industry which had 
benefited from the trade was the forestry companies.389 These being the back-
bone of the Finnish industrial sector, it is quite understandable that the trade 
carried more weight than its actual quantity alone might indicate. The forest 
and paper industry has continuously come up with a justification of the South 
African trade linking it with employment. The industry has had no evidence to 
prove, though, that any more than 2,000–3,000 people could have been depen-
dent on this trade,390 nor that the possible loss in employment after cutting 
South African trade could not be compensated for elsewhere.  

As to Finnish investments in South Africa, their relevance was even more 
modest. Only the factory that Vaisala established in South Africa in 1962 (radio-
sondes for meteorological instrumentation) can be considered as one. On the 
other hand, Salora, a manufacturer of radios and televisions, established a TV 
factory in Swaziland, eventually aiming at South African markets.391 The ex-
port companies in Finland had considered it more expedient to concentrate on 
exporting technology and machinery, but even that was in relatively small 
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quantities. Banks or other financial institutions had no cooperation with South 
Africa except in one case, when the Nordic Bank (in which one shareholder was 
the Finnish bank KOP) granted a loan to the South African Government in 
1976.392  

With this background in mind, the struggle to cut off Finland’s economic co-
operation became a surprisingly difficult one. It did, however, carry implica-
tions which could be classified more as image and power factors than as factors 
of real economic importance. The Finnish forest and paper industry had always 
wanted to have its way in Finland’s foreign trade, securing markets every-
where. That, in turn, had had its impact on foreign policy decision-making.  

The trade being small in amount, but still a reality, the Nordic trade unions 
had taken action at the end of the 1970s and started to lobby their respective 
governments. Petitions were passed jointly to the Foreign Ministers’ meetings, 
and negotiations with the political decision-makers were held.393 For the un-
ions, the joint Nordic Programme of Action was only partly satisfactory. During 
the five years from 1979 to 1984, relations with Southern Africa were discussed 
in the Finnish Parliament on 24 occasions, becoming almost a ‘routine’. In the 
1980s interest in breaking off diplomatic relations diminished, and most of the 
discussion focused on economic relations and specific economic transactions. 
No change occurred in Finland’s policy.394 

The NGOs’ calls for boycott have been made with varying capacity and ef-
fect. In 1983, the different organisations joined forces and formed a pressure 
group, the ‘Isolate South Africa Campaign’ (EELAK). It was modelled accord-
ing to a similar Swedish organisation, but its roots were in different campaigns 
organised by the Africa Committee and the early South Africa Committee as 
early as the 1960s. EELAK was an umbrella organisation co-ordinating the ac-
tivities of different NGOs, including the trade unions and the Lutheran Church. 
Many of them were used to co-operating with each other in the Namibia ques-
tion as well as in ANC and SWAPO support.395 But some new ones also joined 
in. 

EELAK’s first major campaign was to circulate a petition demanding the 
breaking off of economic relations with South Africa. The petition, signed by 
26,000 Finns, was delivered to the Foreign Ministry in May 1985.  

The turmoil in South Africa and the declaration of the state of emergency 
had aroused the outrage of the entire international community in 1985, and this 
was experienced in Finland, too. Political parties were mobilised and all the 
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parties—with the exception of the Centre Party—proposed boycott action in 
regard to South Africa. In 1984, the relations with South Africa were discussed 
in Parliament 4 times; and in 1985 on as many as 14 occasions.  

Sanctions occupied a major part of our work here. You could divide it between 
that, because that was inclusive. You were dealing with churches, trade unions, 
you were dealing with professionals, school people, were dealing with all segments 
of civil society in pushing for the isolation of South Africa. But at the same time and 
almost equally you had to deal with the question of support to the liberation 
movement, to the various institutions we were trying to set up or run in Africa. 
Sanctions occupied more and more a central part because the campaign needed to 
be co-ordinated between the same formations like ISAK in Sweden and other Iso-
late South Africa organisations in the Nordic countries. And here, you had the Af-
rica Committee starting and other organisations, that immediately joined in like the 
youth organisations of the various political parties. Like the youth organisations of 
the churches, they were always forward, in the forefront.396  

Apartheid’s reality and its brutal images were alien to Finland, and many were 
ready to say this. It was, after all, a moral and human rights question, no longer 
having anything to do with power politics.  

But by the time we completed in 1987, you had to count the organisations that were 
not part of that. So the mobilisation was almost total, starting from a small nucleus. 
The message was spread around. And you know, there is nothing like success to 
guarantee more success. And the more we succeeded with each given campaign, 
precisely because it was targeted, the more we won over other organisations. The 
greatest thing was when we got the youth of the conservative parties in all the 
countries, being a very essential part of this movement. In other words we suc-
ceeded in making nationals of Finland to be representatives of the ANC within 
whatever sector they operated from.397  

In spite of growing pressure, the leaders of Finnish foreign policy continued to 
take a cautious and reserved stand on the South African issue. In April 1985, 
Foreign Minister Paavo Väyrynen,398 one of the leading promoters of realist 
foreign policy and closely connected with the business community, stated une-
quivocally that Finland would engage in economic sanctions only on a manda-
tory decision by the UN Security Council. The Government decided only to ne-
gotiate voluntary measures with the business community, with no significant 
effect. The paper companies were not at all willing to lose their markets in 
South Africa, the creation of which had taken decades.399 The South African 
trade relations debate introduced again the question of morality in foreign pol-
icy. This time, it was the church which spoke out about it. The Archbishop of 
Finland, John Vikström, made his well-known speech at EELAK’s public event 
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accusing the Finnish Government of hypocrisy on the South African issue. The 
Foreign Ministry emphasised in its reply that measures were being planned by 
the Government. Nothing happened, though. The Foreign Ministry and the pa-
per industry accused the church of not being as consistent in its foreign policy 
as the Foreign Ministry was.400 The Ministry was not at all pleased by the 
church’s growing involvement in foreign policy, because the church’s concern 
attracted a lot of sympathy. 

Frustrated, one trade union decided to act. In October 1985, the Transport 
Workers’ Union (AKT) started a blockade of goods being shipped to and from 
South Africa. The boycott was started by one individual trade union, to be 
joined by others. Risto Kuisma tells how the decision was taken: 

In 1985, SAK established a working group to review the South African question. 
The group did not achieve anything, because there was no will. The representative 
of AKT was trying to push for the boycott, but it was not supported. We in the 
AKT decided to wait for SAK’s decision, but the group was still sitting in the 
autumn with no results. The only decision was to urge members not to buy South 
African products. At the same time, in September, I was in a meeting in Norway, 
where we discussed with our sister trade unions that something should be done. 
The following day we had the AKT council meeting in Finland, and I said that now 
we have to decide something, otherwise the Norwegians will be ahead of us. And 
to my surprise, we made the decision to start a blockade, just like that.401 

AKT was ready to take the total responsibility for the boycott. The chairperson’s 
position in the union was powerful, because he had substantially improved the 
workers’ position in the labour market. Workers in the transport sector were 
well organised and united under one federation, led by AKT’s Risto Kuisma. 
The union, even though not that interested in international affairs in general, 
relied on the chairperson’s judgement on the situation. The boycott action was 
dutifully implemented in the harbours, which had most experience in boycott 
actions, and especially when the other unions soon joined the boycott. For the 
Central Trade Union, SAK, the boycott came as a surprise. 

It was a meeting of the Social Democratic group of SAK, where I told them that 
your problems are soon over, when we start the blockade. They were completely 
shocked, couldn’t believe it would be possible. But we had prepared the boycott for 
a long time, checked the legal aspects and all, so we had careful plans how to make 
it. Two weeks after they had a meeting and they joined the boycott by issuing a 
statement. They couldn’t have done anything, because we stopped everything in 
the harbours.402  

The Isolate South Africa Committee was also taken by surprise. The leading 
activists of EELAK had earlier contacted SAK to discuss possible boycott action, 
but the response was so depressing that they never contacted any individual 
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trade unions. But their influence on Kuisma could be seen indirectly, in that the 
public discussion generated by EELAK and other NGOs had its effect on him 
and other members of AKT to make the boycott possible and effective. Mr 
Kuisma met the leaders of EELAK for the first time after the boycott decision, 
and was asked to join the board. Furthermore, AKT became an important spon-
sor of EELAK’s activities.403 

The forest industry, also taken by surprise—although not such a pleasant 
one—stated that the boycott was ‘immoral’, because it hurt most the people in 
the paper industry. But in fact, the Paper Workers’ Union joined the boycott, 
and co-operated with the transport workers in carrying out the blockade.  

The Government had mixed feelings about the boycott. The Social Democ-
rats favoured the boycott, and President Koivisto stated that the measures taken 
by the Government and the trade union movement were along the same 
lines.404 The Nordic trade unions joined the blockade, although it never had 
such a great effect in their countries, because the transport workers were not as 
effectively organised. In Sweden, the law prohibited ‘sympathy’ strikes and 
related action. But the Social Democratic government was influenced by the 
unions’ pressure. 

After the blockade, the development was rather rapid. A joint Nordic Pro-
gramme of Action was renewed in 1985. The international community, which 
had become more favourable toward sanctions, had passed more effective reso-
lutions on action against South Africa, though without a binding decision by 
the Security Council. In 1986, the US Congress decided on limited trade sanc-
tions against South Africa. Laws prohibiting trade with South Africa went into 
effect in Denmark in December 1986, in Norway in March 1987, and were 
passed in Sweden in March 1987. Although Finnish trade with South Africa had 
already come to a halt in practice relatively soon after the blockade, the law was 
passed only in May 1987, and came into effect on 1 July 1987. The Nordic trade 
embargo had become a reality.  

AKT’s unilateral action made it possible to change the course of Finland’s 
foreign policy. Although few were against the boycott, apart from the business 
circles and the Centre party strongholds in the Foreign Ministry, nobody dared 
to take the initiative, finding it more comfortable to hide behind the legal ex-
cuses. When somebody finally did something, it was criticised but not seriously 
challenged. 

Many members were proud that it was their union that did it. There were a lot of 
criticisms, though, mainly saying that we were creating unemployment. The matter 
was debated, because many of the leading Finnish politicians were of the opinion 
that the Blacks were having it well in South Africa, and so on. It was not that kind 
of consensus like it is now, later. I was not pressured from the Government’s side, I 
was never invited for a talk, for instance. Probably they thought that I have thought 
out this thing very carefully and that I have public support. We were challenged, 
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however, with legal suits and everything, but nothing ever materialised. Only later 
on I learned that there was a lot of battle behind the scene.405  

What made one trade union leader take a different course? Risto Kuisma him-
self elaborated his motives in his book. For him, it was a question of morality, 
first of all. The trade union movement, international in its essence, must take a 
stand that it finds morally right, even if the issue is far away. He dismissed the 
criticism of not taking action against all injustices in the world by citing André 
Brink: “There are two types of lunacy: firstly that you think you can do every-
thing and secondly that you think that you cannot do anything.” The search for 
justice, says Kuisma, has been his lifelong objective.406 Still his actions were 
risky. Not protected against the criticism of using his position for his personal 
ambitions, Mr Kuisma had correctly assessed his followers attitudes. The boy-
cott was discussed inside AKT as a whole at the next general meeting and it 
was decided to continue the boycott. According to Mr Kuisma, a big surprise 
for the political and trade circles was that the boycott was not a short protest 
action, but was meant to last until apartheid was dismantled.  

ANC and the South African trade union movement were very deeply moved 
by the blockade. And so it happened that there was a delegation from the South 
African trade unions to participate at a SASK meeting just when the blockade 
came into effect. 

I did not know well these people from the liberation movement and South Africa, 
only met some a couple of times in the international trade union meetings. We 
were always told that they are communist, which was bad at that time for a Social 
Democrat. But once there was this old man from the trade union, perhaps a 
chairperson of SACTU 407, who said that he had for decades travelled around the 
world and tried to implement the boycott, but now for the first time a union had 
finally done it. He was visiting SAK, and he was so honest and said that he had 
already nearly given up the hope.408  

Börje Mattsson remembers how they went to see the action in the harbour: 
Africa Committee had two leading persons from ANC on that day. And I remem-
ber when I met them at the airport and I told them that today this boycott has been 
started. So they began just to shout, and I said we change all our programme, now 
we go to this union. And we had this meeting where Risto Kuisma was, and the 
general secretary of the union and some international secretary and then these men 
from ANC and me, and for the first time I have seen six or seven men just crying. 
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We were everybody just crying in that meeting, and then we went to the harbour 
and looked for the shipment of the magazine published by the South African Gov-
ernment, that was imported by the South African Embassy and always spread in 
Finland. And now, for the first time, we went to this place where this paper came 
and then it was stopped by the union, and I took a picture, when these ANC repre-
sentatives were standing on that pile of magazines. From now on this paper will 
never get spread in Finland. It was a wonderful moment.409 

After the blockade, EELAK lobbied effectively for the sanctions law. Further-
more, it monitored the actions of the business sector, which tried to beat the 
blockade by transporting its products via other harbours. When the trade ban 
law came into effect, EELAK pushed for terminating the diplomatic relations. In 
this issue, the Government held on strictly to the status quo and the relations 
were continued. In addition, violations of the trade law were carefully moni-
tored and reported to the authorities.410 In practice, the public opinion was ef-
fectively behind the boycott policy; and, for instance, tourism to South Africa 
was not in fashion despite the South African Legation’s and one tourist 
agency’s marketing efforts. They were some individuals, though, who cooper-
ated with the Legation, still situated in Helsinki, but they kept a low profile.411 

                                                
409. Interview with Börje Mattsson, 29.2.1996. According to other sources the ANC rep-
resentatives Mark Shobe and Raymond Mokoena visited Risto Kuisma 22 October 1985. 
(see photographs). Auto- ja Kuljetusala (Car and Transport Sector), 6.11.1985. 
410. EELAK was also producing books on South Africa in cooperation with professional 
publishers in Finland. An important one was Kiljunen & Lehtonen, 1990. Kimmo Kil-
junen was at that time chairperson of EELAK and director of the Institute of Develop-
ment Studies, he is now an MP for SDP. Satu Lehtonen was the first secretary of EELAK 
and an official in the Peace Education Institute. (See other publications in the list of 
sources.) 
411. See, for example, Junnila, 1988. 



 South Africa, ANC and the Boycott Question 153 

6.4. Towards a democratic South Africa 

In 1987, when ANC celebrated its 75th anniversary worldwide, an initiative 
was made for establishing its office in Helsinki. The same initiative included 
SWAPO’s office as well. EELAK, with other NGOs, had organised a ‘People’s 
Parliament’, a public event to mark the ANC anniversary. It was participated in 
by prominent ANC and SWAPO members, and generated further discussion on 
Finland’s role in supporting the liberation struggle. A few NGOs promised to 
participate in funding the information offices, and lobbied government support. 
The Government decided to contribute to the establishing and running costs 
from its humanitarian budget. An information office was opened in 1988, 
headed by the ANC representative Mohammed Hussein.  

The work had become too much. And in any case we had always assumed when 
we came here, that it’s much better to treat the countries of Scandinavia as individ-
ual countries, each with its own spirit of nationalism. And all nations want to be 
guided from their own territory and not from Sweden, as if they were satellites. So 
that once FINNIDA had agreed with the financing of an ANC office, which had 
been the only problem, then we were able to open one.412  

The office in Helsinki made the implementation of the cooperation programme 
easier. The humanitarian support was increasing and new programmes were 
adopted. An NGO library project was turned into a governmental project and 
fully funded by the Government. The Finnish Library Association continued to 
implement the project, first in Mazimbu, Tanzania, and later in South Africa.  

Once one talks about the institutional assistance and organisational assistance, one 
can also overlook very important initiatives that were carried out by individuals. 
You had, for example, the Library Association, and Marjatta Lahti, who actually 
went to Mazimbu to start the library that the Centre Party youth of the Scandina-
vian countries had raised funds for. You had Finns who were individually commit-
ted to give up some of their comforts to go to some rural place in Tanzania to lend 
a helping hand. You had a decision by the Social Democratic party’s international 
solidarity arm, to assist in establishing of a furniture factory in Mazimbu. And they 
got two people from Finland. We got the third one from Norway. The two from 
here were experts in a Finnish factory.413 That entailed a lot of sacrifice in going to 
some strange corner of the world to deal with people, who knew nothing about 
carpentry. One of the most lasting and indelible impressions about some remark-
able acts was the initiative by Helena Kekkonen and her husband Risto, to have a 
bus for a school in Mazimbu filled with all kinds of goods. Risto worked in a bus 
factory. He and Helena raised funds. The workers at the firm built the bus during 
their free time, without pay.414  

Marjatta Lahti, a librarian, who was working in the Library Project in Mazimbu, 
tells about the atmosphere in the camps: 
                                                
412. Interview with Lindiwe Mabuza, 14.10.1996. 
413. Leo Söderholm was one of the persons in question. 
414. Interview with Lindiwe Mabuza, 14.10.1996. 
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Basically the ANC was very keen in promoting education and the libraries as such, 
they understood the importance of it. And the higher level were all for it and they 
tried to help in the best possible way. But of course in practice, as circumstances 
were so abnormal, that everything was difficult to run there. Not to talk about an 
outsider that comes there. Of course, they couldn’t give as much guidance and ori-
entation as we would have liked to have perhaps in the beginning. So it was very 
much up to us how we could adjust and find our ways how to deal with this pro-
ject. And they were aware on a political level what Nordic countries had been do-
ing, but of course when you live there then it doesn’t matter so much any more 
where you come from. It’s your own personality then that counts more.415  

In the 1990s, after the release of Nelson Mandela and the unbanning of the 
ANC, the Finnish Government began to consider ANC as an ordinary party in a 
republic. On the initiative of Social Democratic Foreign Ministers—Kalevi Sorsa 
followed by Pertti Paasio—Finland had substantially extended its support to 
other organisations inside South Africa (see appendix 2). In the changing situa-
tion, Finland wanted to widen its contacts with the democratic non-racial forces 
inside South Africa. That had an effect in diminishing Finland’s support to 
ANC. 

In the end, many factors contributed to the collapse of Finland’s aid to ANC. 
The general drastic decline in the development cooperation budget, the failure 
of ANC to use funds allocated earlier,416 ANC’s non-transparency in respect to 
its exile organisation,417 and the Centre Party’s long standing dislike of ANC, 
resulted in the discontinuation of most of Finland’s projects in ANC camps. The 
pressure groups did not have the power behind them that they had earlier, be-
cause after the unbanning of ANC, things were considered as solved in South 
Africa. Trade interests were now legitimate. In 1993, the Centre Party Foreign 
Minister Paavo Väyrynen, who had had the ‘honour’ of silently and smoothly 
lifting the trade ban law in June 1991, indicated that Finland’s aid to ANC had 
to be terminated at once. After a few postponements, the aid was terminated 
and the ANC office in Helsinki was soon closed. 

                                                
415. Interview with Marjatta Lahti, 15.1.1996. 
416. In the previous years when Finland’s aid to ANC had sharply increased, the organi-
sation had not been able to indicate how to use the funds. Thus there was a considerable 
amount of unallocated funds in FINNIDA’s humanitarian budget earmarked for ANC. 
Those funds were easy to cancel when the overall development cooperation budget was 
drastically decreased. 
417. Some NGO representatives who visited the camps presented some criticism over the 
administration of the exile organisation during ANC’s Arusha Donors’ Conference in 
1991. They were also disappointed with the donors’ aid to the camps. Discussion contin-
ued in Finland between solidarity groups and ANC representatives whether to continue 
supporting the refugee camps or to transform the activism inside South Africa. Personal 
communication with Outi Hakkarainen, then Secretary for Development Cooperation in 
SYL. 



Chapter 7  

Conclusion 

This study has mainly been an account of how the liberation struggle in South-
ern Africa was understood and supported in Finland. It is an interesting part of 
Finland’s foreign policy and NGO history, a curiosity in the large sphere of 
what are considered as the country’s international relations. And yet because it 
moved the very foundations of the foreign policy doctrine, its importance is 
well beyond its actual size. 

We have agreed with Heino’s interpretation of Finnish foreign policy as a 
dynamic conflict between realists and idealists. We have tried to show that ide-
alism, represented mainly by a number of non-governmental organisations, has 
in fact influenced the foreign policy of Finland. International politics is not 
completely determined by hard power play between state machines: softer hu-
man rights considerations do have real weight as such, not only as items of 
propaganda covering more sinister interests. The special characteristics of Fin-
land, as a non-aligned welfare state and as part of the Nordic group of states, 
gave it resources and motivation to support liberation movements. One restric-
tion grew from real and imagined trade interests connected with good relations 
with the forces that were continuing apartheid and other forms of colonisation. 
Furthermore, a close affiliation with those liberation movements which enjoyed 
Soviet support in the form of military hardware would have harmed Finland’s 
precious neutral image in the eyes of the West. Finland’s foreign policy during 
the Cold War was formed under a clear foreign policy doctrine. The country’s 
main consideration was to balance between the East and the West and make its 
neutrality acceptable and useful everywhere, especially among its neighbours. 
This enhanced Finland’s security and was very beneficial for its economy.  

Some factors of Finland’s foreign policy decision-making had been internal 
and non-material. Foreign policy was not only security, trade and guarding 
other direct interests. The young idealists wanted Finland to act on its own to 
support the progressive forces in international society, basing its policy on a 
broader definition of national interest. They wanted civil rights and interna-
tional justice to form the basis of the foreign policy doctrine. And because they 
did not see through the bureaucratic jungle of foreign policy decision- making, 
they wanted to change its authoritarian and secretive apparatus.  

This apparatus was responsive to the pressure brought by NGOs. Changes 
in policy did take place, especially after 1966 and again in 1973, in the very di-
rection in which it was pushed. Initiatives had found response among the po-
litical leadership. Especially President Kekkonen and several social democratic 
politicians like Kalevi Sorsa and Väinö Leskinen were instrumental in bringing 
the pressure home to the Foreign Ministry. By and large, the officials in the For-
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eign Ministry were reluctant to accept—or else opposed—these changes, al-
though there were a few exceptions. This changed slowly, when a new kind of 
recruitment policy opened the doors of the Ministry to young social democ-
rats—but not to those still more to the left—in the early 1970s.    

The paradox in Finland has been that although the Soviet Union was an im-
portant frame of reference, due to the imperatives of security, a major part of 
the foreign policy was actually intended to minimise the Soviet influence. Fin-
land has always been, after all, a Western liberal democracy, with a capitalist 
economic system. A large majority of Finns have always wanted to belong to 
Western society. Leftists by ideology, the idealists of the 1960s were actually 
pursuing courses of action which could be seen as supportive of the Soviet line, 
although this was not at all the case with several organisations, as we have 
seen. Yet these too had to bear the ‘communist’ label stamped upon them by the 
political right.  

The truth is, nevertheless, that a significant number of the activists who 
spoke on behalf of those movements were actually connected with organisa-
tions openly propagating Soviet foreign policy, like the World Peace Council. 
Apart from being openly nationalist, some liberation movements were ideologi-
cally linked to socialism and supported by the Soviet Union, its allies, or China. 
In the context of the Cold War, what might have been supportive for the one 
camp, was definitely against the other. Finland wanted to avoid this, fearing 
that it would be considered as a dependent Soviet satellite. This determined its 
relationship to revolutionary liberation movements for a long time. In addition, 
in the 1960s, many Finnish people were not at all concerned about the indepen-
dence of the distant colonies. They preferred to look at the problems in the 
mother country.  

The NGOs concerned with the situation in Africa pursued the cause, and 
managed to influence public opinion and turn it definitively against colonialism 
and apartheid. Ideological differences aside, they united NGOs representing 
large sectors of the society. Their attempts were joined by the Finnish Lutheran 
Church, which had carried out mission work in Ovamboland for over a hun-
dred years. Being familiar with the living conditions of black people under the 
South African regime, the Namibian church and its Finnish servants, the mis-
sionaries, took a clear stand for independence, supporting SWAPO. Thus the 
occupation of Namibia, to a great extent, but also the struggle against Portu-
guese colonialism, were the common denominator which brought together 
trade unions and churches, radicals and conservatives, young and old, son and 
father. This broad alliance, which was further widened by the campaign against 
apartheid, managed to convince Finland’s foreign policy decision-makers to 
include moral values as one of the justifications for foreign policy. A lot had to 
be changed, too, in Finland’s decision-making apparatus and in the surround-
ing world. The period of détente, together with a new active political doctrine, 
gave President Kekkonen a chance for new openings in Finland’s international 
activities.  
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After the decision of principle in 1973, which authorised Finnish humanitar-
ian aid to be channelled to the liberation movements directly, the Finnish role 
rapidly became more active. Together with other Nordic countries, the open 
support for the movements legitimised their activities in the international 
arena, proving that the movements were not totally dependent on the support 
from the Eastern bloc. All in all, Finland supported five movements (PAIGC, 
FRELIMO, PAC, SWAPO and ANC), the latter two being the main bene-
ficiaries.418  

Finland’s official support to SWAPO (including the Namibia programme, 
which in practice was channelled to SWAPO as well) over the years 1974–1989 
was in total 74.5 million FIM. Finland’s official humanitarian aid to ANC 
started in 1978, and totalling 39.4 million FIM, plus NGO support to ANC pro-
jects 6.7 million FIM. In addition to this, Finland supported the other demo-
cratic non-racial organisations and institutions in South Africa with 40.8 million 
FIM. After the support to ANC was discontinued in 1993, Finland was still 
channelling humanitarian aid inside South Africa to a value of 5.5 million FIM 
up until 1996, when bilateral development cooperation was started between the 
two countries. Furthermore, a lot of aid was given by the Finnish NGOs and the 
Lutheran church. From the first fund-raising campaign of Taksvärkki in 1969, the 
NGOs steadily increased their support to the movements. After 1974 their pro-
grammes were co-funded by FINNIDA, which always regarded the NGOs as 
important channels of aid to the liberation movements.  

Over the years Finland’s role in the Namibian negotiated settlement was a 
significant one. Since 1970, when Finland appealed to International Court of 
Justice to make a decision concerning the South African mandate in Namibia, 
Finland had acted as an important mediator in the conflict, which soon became 
subject to the international power game. Martti Ahtisaari led the process as 
United Nations representative, and showed enormous patience and skills over 
the years. Finland’s policy of supporting the settlement under the leadership of 
the UN proved to be successful, and the transition to independence could be 
started in 1989. Finland also initiated several programmes to prepare Namibia 
for independence, both in the multilateral and the bilateral forums. After Na-
mibian independence was achieved in 1990, Finland started bilateral devel-
opment cooperation with Namibia, which soon became one of its main target 
countries.  

Although Namibians are a small fraction of the peoples living in Southern 
Africa, their liberation struggle in a way spearheaded that in their big brother 
country—South Africa. From this angle the independence of Namibia con-
tributed significantly to the democratisation of South Africa.   

A great deal has changed in international society—one important power 
bloc has vanished completely. Many of the changes in Finnish foreign policy 

                                                
418. As the support to FNLA remains for the time being unclear, it is not included in this 
list. 
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have been directed by these general changes. But things have changed in Fin-
land, too. Increased information and campaigning slowly changed public opin-
ion, and in the 1980s a large majority of Finns supported liberation movements 
and development cooperation in general. Solidarity beyond the borders of one’s 
own country became natural. Finland is presently run by a generation of politi-
cians to whom international contacts have been natural from their youth on-
wards. This study has shown that many of them were ‘idealists’ to whom the 
liberation struggle represented a long-lasting commitment to development co-
operation. It is clear that the very foundations of today’s relations with develop-
ing countries were created via the experience of the liberation struggle in Africa 
and on other continents, too, not forgetting the Vietnam war. This study also 
shows that in a democratic country ordinary people can influence political deci-
sion-making even in the most closed and guarded area of all, foreign politics. It 
is not easy, and it takes a long time and many dedicated people, but it is possi-
ble.  

This study is just a beginning. It provides documented interpretations for 
further analysis. Finland’s relationship to liberation movements can be put in a 
larger context together with the other Nordic reports. However, this is a study 
on the liberation movements as seen from Finland’s standpoint. The most im-
portant research must be done by the people of Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, 
South Africa, and Zimbabwe themselves. One clear idea behind this study was 
to provide a foundation for them to be able to write their own history of the 
events. We sincerely hope that we have succeeded in that respect.  
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Appendix 1 

Finland's Direct Support to SWAPO and Namibia1 (1000 FIM) 

 SWAPO Type of support Other Total 
1974 100 Assistance in kind  100 
1975 400 UM/KUA2   400 
1976  400 UM/KUA  400 
1977 5053  UM/KUA 604    565 
1978   550 UM/KUA    550 
1979 300 Health project 695  369 
1980 600 Health project     600 
1981 900 Lusaka representative6    900 
1982 1,000  Nyango camp7    1,000 
1983 1,700 Kwanza Zul 3,8008   5,500 
1984 2,000 Assistance in kind 4,5009   6,500 
1985 2,350 Assistance in kind 6,50010   8,850 
1986 3,600  6,874 10,474 
1987 1,000  11,00011  12,000 
1988   12,29712  12,297 
1989   14,00013  14,000 
Total 15,405  59,100 74,505 

                                                
1. Does not include donations to: UN Trust Fund for Namibia, Namibia Institute ( e.g. 1984: 2,000, 
1985: 2,000), Namibia Nationhood Programme (1984: 2,500, 1985: 3,000 + Finnish expert since 1976). 
NGO aid is not systematically listed, either. 
2. UM/KUA: the scholarship programme, financed by the Foreign Ministry and administered by 
Finnchurchaid. 
3. 500 to the UM/KUA scholarship programme, 5 to furnish SWAPO’s office in Dar es Salaam. 
4. Support to the UN Secretary General’s programme in Zimbabwe and Namibia. 
5. Funding the transport costs for equipment collected by the Taksvärkki-78 Campaign.  
6. Food, support for the kindergarten and agriculture, agreed on with SWAPO. 
7. Financial aid to a student dormitory in the Nyango refugee camp. 
8. Namibia Education, Health, Nutrition and Research Programme established. Consisted of 
UM/KUA, Education Material Programme, Education Extension Unit, Research (e.g. History Pro-
ject), and Nurses’ Training Programme. 
9. Namibia Programme: 280 Otava/Primary Textbook Project, 1360 Nurses’ Training Programme in 
Jyväskylä. 
10. Namibia Programme. 
11. Namibia Programme: 1,094 UM/KUA Scholarship Programme, 2400 Otava/Primary Textbooks 
project, 584 Nurses’ Training Programme, 1,035 Teacher Training for Visually Handicapped, 2,120 
Technical Training, 1,018 Skills Development, 700 Health development, 303 SWAPO Farm, 500 
Namibia Extension Unit, 155 assistance in kind. 
12. Namibia Programme: 3,350 assistance in kind, 2,395 Tampere/Civil Engineering course, 2,140 
Otava/Primary Textbook project, 1,340 Kongo/Practical Subjects’ Teaching Project, 770 UM/KUA, 
708 Teacher Training for Visually Handicapped, 538 Nurses’ Training Programme, 500 Namibia 
Extension Unit, 353 Information Office/Helsinki, 103 Audiometrician Training Programme, 100 
travel expenses. 
13. Namibia Programme: 3,465 health materials, 1,623 UM/KUA, 2,498 Otava, 2,988 Tampere 
/Civil Engineering Course, 3,425 Kongo/Practical Subjects’ Teaching Project. 
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Appendix 2 
Humanitarian Assistance to ANC and Other Organisations in South Africa (1000 FIM) 

 ANC NGOs14  WUS Others Total 
1978   200       200 
1979   300     12015    420 
1980   400      400 
1981   600      600 
1982   746      746 
1983 1,325     20016  1,525 
1984 1,500    1,500 
1985 3,200   400   3,600 
1986 2,400 1,500   3,900 
1987 3,500 1,900   550  1,50017  7,450 
1988 5,304 1,700   550  4,10018  11,654 
1989 5,000 1,200   683  1,50019  8,383 
1990     10,133    720  5,18020     16,033 
1991     11,383    850 14,34021   26,575 
1992   -6,53322     190  6,80223    459 
1993     824     170  3,58025  3,758 
TOTAL     39,468 6,700 3,713 37,122    87,203  

                                                
14. Finnish NGOs in cooperation with ANC. Statistics not available for every year. Project coopera-
tion started at the beginning of the 1980s and increased towards the end of the decade. 
15. International University Exchange Fund. 
16. Panafricanist Congress (PAC). 
17. International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC). 
18. IDAF-London 1,200, contribution for anti-apartheid activities in South Africa (several receiv-
ers)1,400, ICRC 1,500. 
19. IDAF anti-apartheid 1,500. 
20. Africa Cultural Centre 80, Africa Educational Trust 200, COSATU 400, Grassroots Education 
Trust 150, Human Rights Commission (HRC) 80, IDASA 300, Kagiso Trust 100, Lawyers for Hu-
man Rights 80, Luthuli Culture and Welfare 400, Promat Colleges 190, SAHWET/SASK 200, Sco-
taville Publishers 200, IDAF 1500, Repatriation Programme 500, SACC 250, University of Witwa-
tersrand 300, University of Cape Town (UCT) 150, University of Western Cape (UWC) 100. 
21. Africa Education Trust 200, African European Institute 210, COSATU 250, GET 200, Get Ahead 
Foundation 400, HRC 200, ICFTU 180, IDAF 700, IDASA 300, LHR 1050, Luthuli Memorial Trust 
400, NCCR/exiles 2000, Promat 2500, SACC 250, Sacred Heart College 100, Scotaville Publishers 
200, Southern African NGOs 100, UCT 1,650, UWC 1,350, University of Witwatersrand (Wits) 2,100. 
22. New money not allocated, but in fact reservations from previous years untied to a total value of 
6,969. 
23. COSATU 100, GET 160, Get Ahead Foundation 250, HRC 170, IDASA 250, LHR 550, Promat 
1300, SACC 100, Sacred Heart College 90, Scotaville Publishers 150, Southern African NGOs 96, 
Wits 1,100, UCT 850, UWC 700, AEI 600, EDT 336. 
24. Old reservations cancelled to total value of 18. 
25. LPI 210, COPIC/SADC/Conference on Democracy and Human Rights 50, GET 100, HRC 100, 
IDASA 100, Matla Trust 100, Sacred Heart 100, LHR 370, UWC 500, UCT 560, Promat 600, Wits 600. 
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Aid to Human Rights and Democratisation. Republic of South Africa 
 ANC NGOs WUS Others Total 
1994     150 2 91026  3 060 
1995      70 2 44027  2 510 
TOTAL     220 5 350 5 570 
 

 

Appendix 3 

Currency conversion table 

  1 USD =  1 FIM = 
1965  3,223 FIM  0,310 USD 
1970  4,180 FIM  0,239 USD 
1975  3,679 FIM  0,271 USD 
1980  3,730 FIM  0,268 USD 
1985  6,206 FIM  0,161 USD 
1990  3,831 FIM  0,261 USD 
1995  4,365 FIM  0,229 USD  

                                                
26. Aid to Republic of South Africa: Grassroots Education Trust 100, HRC 100, LHR 400, IDASA 
100, Sacred Heart 100, UCT 410, UWC 500, Promat 600, Wits 600. 
27. Support for Democracy and Human Rights: UWC 430, Wits 500, Sacred Heart College 70, UCT 
350, Promat 550, Grassroots Education Trust 80, HRC 80, LHR 300, IDASA 80. 
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Appendix 4 

Persons interviewed  

Officials 
The President of the Republic of Finland Martti Ahtisaari 
Mr David Johansson  
Ambassador Matti Kahiluoto 
Mr Kari Karanko 
Ambassador Tauno Kääriä  
Ambassador Glen Lindholm  
Mr Leo Olasvirta  
Ambassador Kimmo Pulkkinen  
Ambassador Mikko Pyhälä  
Ambassador Ilkka Ristimäki  
Mr Keijo Ruokoranta  
Dr Juhani Suomi 
Mr Veikko Tupasela  
 
Activists 
Ms Tuija Halmari 
Mr Yrjö Höysniemi  
Archbishop Mikko Juva  
Ms Mirjam Korhonen 
MP Risto Kuisma  
Ms Marjatta Lahti  
Mr Mikko Lohikoski  
Mr Börje Mattsson  
Dr Marja-Liisa and Dr Lloyd Swantz 
 
In Southern Africa 
Minister Nahas Angula, Namibia  
Mr Roelof ‘Pik’ Botha, South Africa (Interview by Tor Sellström) 
Minister Hidipo Hamutenya, Namibia  
Minister Nickey Iyambo, Namibia  
Ambassador Lindiwe Mabuza, South Africa 
Mr Abdul Minty, South Africa  
Ms Janet Mondlane, Mozambique 
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Appendix 5. Interviews 

Interview with the President of the Republic of Finland,  
Martti Ahtisaari 29.1.1996 

Pekka Peltola: First of all, we would like to 
discuss your article “From Namibia to 
Bosnia”, where you mentioned six factors 
which influenced in the early 1970s the 
Finnish foreign policy in the question of 
development policies. These were the left-
ist student organisations, liberal Finnish 
Swedish thinking, Christian values, as 
well as the Nordic frame of reference and 
the role of the UN for the fifth and the 
sixth the commercial interests. In that con-
nection you didn’t discuss their relative 
weight, however. Could you elaborate this 
now? 
Martti Ahtisaari: I would say that, perhaps 
the first three or first four are by far the 
most important ones. That means the in-
terest of the political and particularly the 
youth movements and solidarity groups 
in Finland. And traditionally the Swedish 
People’s Party or the Swedish speakers 
had a lot of interest perhaps for develop-
ment cooperation more than actually in 
assisting the liberation movements but 
there was absolutely no opposition from 
that side. And then basically the Mission-
ary Society and some active members 
within the Missionary Society. Particularly 
those who had had direct involvement 
either in Tanzania or in Namibia by hav-
ing been in direct contact with the mem-
bers of the liberation movements. 

A Nordic frame of reference was help-
ful, it gave the opportunity for those who 
argued in favour, because there was a lot 
of opposition here as well to entering into 
a too close relationship with the liberation 
movements. Therefore it was strictly lim-
ited to humanitarian assistance or techni-
cal assistance to the liberation movements 
and to those recognised by the UN, which 
was based on the recognition of the OAU. 
I would say the other arguments were less 

important. Commercial interest hardly 
played any role, except in South Africa 
and to some extent in Namibia, because 
potentially Namibia was supposed to be a 
rich country. 
Iina Soiri: The UN had passed plenty of 
resolutions concerning apartheid and co-
lonialism. 
MA: Yes, that helped because the question 
was actually how to cross that bridge from 
supporting the UN programmes to having 
direct dealings with the liberation move-
ments.  
PP: It was also the time of the Cold War, 
which set the frame of all foreign policy 
throughout the period until the late 1980s, 
and Finland was certainly a part of that 
frame of reference. What was the impact 
of this setting on Finnish policies towards 
the liberation movements in Southern 
Africa? 
MA: If you look at the groups that were 
involved, they either had a Pan-European 
frame of reference which you can always 
find in solidarity movements. I mean 
those people who had actually been active 
in different Western European countries, 
not only Eastern Europe, where it was 
more or less organised and perhaps which 
didn’t have the same sort of natural basis 
for the solidarity that one could see in 
Western Europe. The church’s role was 
important. Let’s take United States for 
instance, where I have met over the years 
people who had been longer involved 
with the question of Namibia than I had 
been and who basically were Lutherans 
who either through the Lutheran World 
Federation (LWF) or World Council of 
Churches (WCC) had been active and had 
received African people in the States. I 
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should give you one book by a friend of 
mine who is one of the real activists who 
can tell you more stories about those times 
than many others. Those were people who 
were active also on questions of race rela-
tions much earlier than they actually be-
came a popular issue in USA. I think that 
softened basically the attempt of Finland, 
to counter-argue in our internal debate the 
bias, that the idea of supporting the libera-
tion movements was purely and initially 
coming from the parties that were from 
the left of the political spectrum. 
PP: In our interviews we have noticed 
quite a strong current of a kind of value 
free realism especially among the civil 
servants. Did it bring any problems in 
regard to this, in your opinion? 
MA: No, only that it was perhaps not seen 
as the most important issue on the agenda 
of Finnish foreign policy, clearly. But then 
you have to remember that in the 1960s 
and 1970s a lot of people joined the for-
eign service as well, who actually had 
been active prior to joining the foreign 
service. Let’s take our present Ambas-
sador in Beijing, Ilkka Ristimäki as an ex-
ample. I belong to the same category my-
self, and there were others, so that basi-
cally helped, plus the interest of the politi-
cal parties because we really had a posi-
tive support for that. So basically no 
money was to be given, because of this 
whole discussion that always comes, 
whether money would be directed to-
wards purchase of arms, for instance. I 
think it is a simplistic discussion in a sense 
that if you get food you don’t need to use 
your money to buy the food, and you can 
use it on something else. That’s how it is. 
PP: So, Mr President, you were the Am-
bassador to Tanzania from 1973 to 1976. I 
have a picture here about how the first 
cheque of money was given to FRELIMO, 
to Samora Machel.  
MA: This, I’m sure, is Marcelino do San-
tos. 
IS: And this is Kimmo Pulkkinen, who 
told us about the discussion, that was held 
between the Foreign Ministry and the 

Embassy because you were handing over 
a cheque. 
PP: It was in 1973 when a decisive turn 
took place in the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs when the support to the liberation 
movements became possible. 
MA: That was a debate, as I have tried to 
describe to you, where we were under 
pressure because there was a lot of activ-
ity going on in Dar es Salaam. For instance 
the student union, central student union 
was active with the printing press. It was 
one of these years. 
IS: 1969–70. 
MA: Yes, it was prior to my going there, 
so actually it was the NGOs who actually 
had the first contacts with the liberation 
movements and they were pressing gov-
ernment as well. I think had there not 
been that political pressure I don’t think 
that the government would have moved. 
PP: Did you somehow get some addi-
tional information from Dar es Salaam 
which helped to mould the government’s 
position? 
MA: I don’t think so, I think it was like 
with many other things that I don’t want 
it to sound more positive than it was, in a 
sense because we were the latest in com-
ing to the field. All the Nordic Countries 
were involved and those who were anx-
ious in developing relations used that as 
an argument. In that sense the policies of 
the Nordic governments played an impor-
tant role because there was hardly any 
issue, whether you talk about money for 
development purposes or humanitarian 
assistance for liberation movements, 
where you couldn’t use the Nordic Coun-
tries. Sweden particularly acted as an ex-
ample that was already going on. And 
therefore it was a combination of these 
things. I joined the foreign office 1965 and 
we had a period there of nearly 10 years 
before we could get something concrete 
going. 
PP: Finland has always been materially a 
very low profile compared with Sweden, 
Norway and even Denmark. What kind of 
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influence did it have on our role when we 
were together with our Nordic friends? 
MA: The Nordism as such served a pur-
pose, for us because we were the smallest 
shareholder in the Nordic activities but 
we were obviously one of the Nordic 
countries. And that was used as a carrot in 
the internal debate in trying to raise the 
development cooperation funds which 
then included these humanitarian funds 
as well. It has had an important effect be-
cause if you wanted to be one part of the 
Nordic group you couldn’t deviate from 
their policies unduly, so that for us who 
wanted to get this thing going it served 
the most useful purpose. But I would not 
underestimate the role of the NGOs, both 
the political ones and those in the labour 
movement as well. It was a very active 
time. Little money was used, but there 
was much more activity. A sad reflection 
is that perhaps when there is more money 
there is less activity. 
IS: The foreign policy doctrine in Finland 
was at the time realism.  
MA: It has always been that, and it will 
never change. You will see the same trend 
throughout the Finnish foreign policy, so I 
don’t think one could have argued that 
that was a deviation that line when that 
move to support liberation movements 
was made. And there is no question that it 
was criticised at the time. There were 
those who didn’t want even to hear about 
it. But it happened and in a long term we 
became rather active then in the UN con-
text, and very many people were active. 
IS: Would you then say it was kind of a 
new branch in Finnish foreign policy ? 
MA: The whole development aid and the 
relations with the third world was a new 
thing and liberation movement policy was 
the most politicised part of those contacts. 
PP: What you think about the argument 
that the activism in development ques-
tions was balancing somehow our close 
relationship to the Soviet Union? 
MA: No, I don’t think it has anything to 
do with that, because those who were 
opposed to it could very well argue that 

we went along with the trend that was 
rather common in the Soviet Union and 
Eastern and Central Europe, with all the 
solidarity movements which were gov-
ernment run at that time. So, as a matter of 
fact, those who wanted to oppose said 
that. It was just a contrary argument that 
you heard very often. But it was balanced 
by the fact that all the Nordic govern-
ments were doing it, the Dutch were do-
ing it, even there were other NGOs in 
Europe who were involved in supporting 
the liberation movements. The LWF and 
the Council of Churches were becoming 
extremely active on these issues and they 
covered a vast group of people and it was 
very difficult to say that they had any sin-
ister motives. 
PP: We had a very pleasant and long dis-
cussion with Archbishop Juva just re-
cently. 
MA: He is fascinating and he did a re-
markable job in changing the attitudes of 
the church. 
PP: He was quite alone for some time. 
MA: Yes, exactly, I realised it, that’s why I 
regard him very highly for those years, he 
is a good friend of mine still for which I’m 
very happy. But you have to realise that 
we lived during the Cold War years in a 
rather simplistic political climate. And the 
fact that, this sort of humanitarian activity 
which was commonly shared by the 
churches, for instance, was regarded as 
something coming from the left of the po-
litical spectrum, was an attitude less nu-
anced than it should have been at the 
time. 
PP: How important was SWAPO in your 
activities during your time in Dar es Sa-
laam in and around 1976? 
MA: When I was the student union secre-
tary general here for development activi-
ties, YKA, we used the World University 
Service as a channel. From there we got 
ideas where the money could mostly go. It 
was the embryonic phase; we received the 
first Namibians here, Nickey Iyambo was 
among those and so the first contacts were 
there. But again I would say that the 
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church had much broader bases of contact 
with members of SWAPO because quite a 
number of people in exile were SWAPO 
members, though not all. So when I 
moved to Dar es Salaam as an Ambas-
sador where they were placed and had 
representative there we met regularly in 
the context of the liberation movement. 
And they attended the social functions as 
well. 
PP: When you were asked to follow Sean 
MacBride in 1976 it was actually the time 
of the so-called the Shipanga affair inside 
SWAPO. Did you know about it and what 
was attitude of the Finnish government to 
it? 
MA: No, actually those who faced it, more 
concretely were people like Kari Karanko 
who was on the spot in Lusaka. Because if 
you are active like he is, well whether you 
have been less active, somehow you 
couldn’t actually avoid that sort of issue. 
So we were aware of what was going on, 
but I don’t think it had any major impact 
on our policy. It was simply an indication 
that there were difficulties in perhaps ca-
tering for different views in the organi-
sation. The liberation struggle, as I have 
very often said, it is not the most democ-
ratic phase in the life of an organisation, 
because you are bound to have very 
authoritarian ways of running the organi-
sation. Whatever you say, I mean it is 
hard a fact of life that democracy is not 
very high on the list. And that’s why it’s 
even more remarkable that Namibia has 
become a sort of example of democratic 
society in the whole continent. I asked the 
Foreign Minister and we both agreed that 
if somebody would have asked us 10 
years ago if this sort of development 
would be possible, I don’t think anyone of 
us would have believed it. We would 
have expected much greater difficulties in 
building up a democratic society. 
IS: But was there any pressure that the 
Nordic Countries should play any role in 
defending human rights ? 
MA: No, I don’t think so. I think that the 
difficulty comes that when you are too 
close to the recognised power, it’s very 

very difficult to actually show and take a 
sort of distance and then very easily you 
say that this is an internal matter. I have 
no recollection I think it would be better 
to talk to Kari Karanko, did you already? 
PP: Yes, we have discussed it.  
MA: Whether he remembers anything, 
whether there were any instructions given 
to him? 
IS: Yes, there were, he was told not to in-
terfere. 
MA: Yes. Because I would think that that 
would be the case. I would again say that 
perhaps some individual members of the 
Missionary Society showed much more 
courage in dealing with SWAPO than 
many of us who had an official position. 
Mikko Ihamäki is a good example of that. 
This thing has changed over the years. But 
at that particular moment when we still 
were basically sort of beginners in this, I 
don’t think that we questioned them the 
way we perhaps should have at that par-
ticular moment. It was very difficult 
though to say who was right or whether 
the thing was justified or not. And I won-
der about the other Nordic countries, how 
did they do? Somebody you should inter-
view perhaps is Anders Bjurner. He is 
now the under secretary for political af-
fairs in Stockholm. He was the number 
two in Lusaka at the same time. And an-
other person would be Ann-Mari 
Demmer, who is in UNHCR in Geneva. 
She was the UNHCR representative in 
Lusaka. She was the head, and the num-
ber two was a Dane, who I think is now 
the representative for UNHCR. But these 
people could actually give you more in-
side information, because UNHCR was 
perhaps more involved in the internal 
things than anybody else was, because 
they had to be, because of their mandate 
to deal with them.  
PP: Then you mention in your article the 
difficult problem was the fact that the in-
ternational community only accepted one 
or maximum two liberation movements to 
represent the people of the country. For 
instance like SWAPO got the sole repre-
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sentation of the Namibian people. And in 
South Africa two were selected, the ANC 
and PAC. 
MA: No I don’t think it was the most de-
mocratic way of going about it but I think 
the justification for that was to concentrate 
the efforts vis-à-vis the occupying power. 
That was the fact which we had to deal 
with. But it obviously didn’t make life any 
easier and the solution of the problem 
either. Because in the end, I think, the 
mere armed struggle would never have 
solved the problem; and if you go for a 
democratic solution, then you have to give 
everybody the chance to participate and 
agree conditions so that they would be 
starting on a fairly equal basis. 
PP: Of course it didn’t help the coopera-
tion of ANC and PAC either when they 
were both accepted but instead they still 
competed all the time to quite an extent or 
do you think they cooperated well, if at 
all? 
MA: No, I don’t think they did. But there 
was the time in UN when the others could 
also come and petition. Take from the 
opposition politicians, if you take Kauara 
for instance, he appealed, appeared in 
front of the committees, the Herero chiefs 
who were not SWAPO members appeared 
and appealed on behalf of Namibia. So 
earlier on it was possible for them to do 
that. But then basically they were elimi-
nated from that political opportunity and 
that of course diminished plurality and 
complicated matters. So only those re-
mained who were prepared basically to 
accept if not that SWAPO was the sole and 
authentic, but at least that they were a 
central political body, that somebody had 
to play a central role. It was agreed by 
only those who were involved in the ac-
tivities of the Council for Namibia. That’s 
why it didn’t became a normally elected 
UN entity. It was those who shared that 
basic assumption politically. 
PP: Then there is a difficult area we want 
to step into, that is, I think, when the most 
dramatic days of your assignment to Na-
mibia began on the first of April 1989, 
when SWAPO troops emerged inside 

Namibia despite agreements which were 
supposed to prevent it. And there are lot 
of questions which haven’t been discussed 
because of the sensitivity of the issue, but 
we ask some questions. First of all, do you 
think it was possible that soldiers, PLAN 
soldiers did not know that SWAPO did 
not have a right according to the agree-
ments to have bases inside Namibia? 
MA: How far the information would have 
gone, I think is anybody’s guess, because I 
can’t expect that every PLAN soldier ... 
PP: Yes, well, that’s another thing but I 
mean those who sent them.  
MA: But I still believe the leadership must 
have known what was discussed because 
those matters were discussed at length. 
PP: Am I right when I say that after 1978 a 
couple of years the main issue, actually 
the main discussion was exactly this. 
MA: Yes, because we tried, because I be-
lieved firmly that it was a sensible idea. 
Because everyone knew, everyone recog-
nised, even South Africa military agreed, 
that you had SWAPO fighters inside but 
no bases. That’s not what stage the guer-
rilla warfare had actually reached. So I 
thought it would have been easier to put 
them under lock and key, literally speak-
ing. Perhaps some of the internal parties 
also felt that would give SWAPO an 
added advantage in the elections that 
SWAPO could claim that they actually 
had the bases there. So, the only explana-
tion that I can think of was that it was an 
attempt to get troops inside in order to 
justify the claim that there was a bigger 
number of people inside. And actually, at 
least some sort of claim for the bases in-
side. 
PP: According to the agreements, Cubans 
and Angolans were supposed to prevent 
any incursion below the 16th parallel. 
MA: Yes. 
PP: Why didn’t they do it? Was it moni-
tored at all? 
MA: It might not have been. I think both 
Cubans and Angolans were furious about 
it. I think in Chester Crocker’s book there 
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is a good explanation, as well about how 
things went on. I know that from the little 
I heard from the reactions of the Angolans 
and Cubans that they assumed that 
SWAPO should have known. And I don’t 
think that we could have settled the issue 
with that fastness if there was not that sort 
of thinking behind it. But I must confess 
that I have not discussed this issue at all 
because I thought that it would not be 
necessary. You will always argue that it 
would be nice to know the details, but I’m 
happier that despite this disaster at the 
beginning we could carry out the exercise. 
PP: Did you believe before the incursion 
happened that South Africa would go 
ahead with the peace plan if something 
like this would happen? 
MA: I was very worried actually at that 
particular moment because they had all 
the reasons to stop it. If they wanted to 
have an excuse, they had it. But when they 
didn’t use it then I was in a much stronger 
position when I realised that they didn’t 
use that opportunity that SWAPO gave 
them. Because they could have taken the 
high road actually then and say look this 
is it, out we go, end of the process, UN 
out. But they didn’t do it. And that then 
made me draw the conclusion that they 
are here to stay to the bitter end and see 
this whole process through. So one could 
say that this tragic death of these people 
served that purpose that it reinforced the 
process finally. That was my conclusion 
and that of my senior colleagues as well. 
And that reinforced our hand in dealings 
with the South Africans. 

Anyway I couldn’t do anything else 
because of the agreement. We knew that 
the South Africans were going to leave the 
bases and what we tried to do was to limit 
that they should not take their full forces 
and bring reinforcements, because they 
could have done it. And it would have 
ended in a worse massacre. 
PP: Did you know many days before that 
SWAPO was coming? 
MA: No, I arrived on the 31st, so I got in-
formation immediately on my arrival. 

IS: And what was done to prevent it? Was 
there nothing done to prevent it? 
MA: No, I sent immediately a group of 
people, actually three of my senior aides, I 
sent Danio Bande, the Kenyan, Brigadier 
Cedric Tornberg and then a Nigerian staff 
member to interview the prisoners and I 
think it was fairly obvious that they had 
crossed the border. 
PP: I was lucky to get hold of Olle Eriks-
son who happened to be in Oniipa. He 
was hiding a wounded SWAPO PLAN 
under his bed and the government troops 
were around looking for those wounded 
people. Olle told me right away that they 
came from Angola. That was extremely 
important information to me because I 
was confronted by the press here as 
chairman of the Namibia Society. 
MA: The sad thing is that when you are in 
a position like I was to implement an 
agreement, you had to be as tough with 
your friends as your foes because at that 
time you could hardly say that the South 
Africans were my friends. But you had to 
deal with it and basically you had to give 
them credit that they behaved correctly, 
they were on the first of April all in their 
bases as the agreement demanded.  
PP: So then you appreciate quite a lot the 
contribution the Frontline States gave in 
the liberation process. Do you think that 
the cooperation still has an influence on 
what happened there? 
MA: I don’t think so. Because first of all 
what was important is that people who 
stayed in Angola and Zambia particularly, 
they could see what was happening in 
these countries. I think that had a big im-
pact on the future attitudes of the political 
elite of SWAPO. Then the Frontline States 
served a useful purpose for SWAPO 
mainly, but also for the whole process I 
would say. Because one could say that 
sometimes they were uncritically support-
ing SWAPO’s views but that was impor-
tant. It was a sign of solidarity and I think 
one has to understand it in that per-
spective. And I think it was useful that 
they also looked critically on what we 
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were doing. So we had to justify to our-
selves in debates with them as well that 
what we were doing was something that 
we believed ourselves, because there were 
a lot of visitors, as you know. All sorts of 
brilliant ideas were put to us. If nothing 
else, our patience grew when you had to 
go through basically the same things 20 
times over. But it was important because it 
gave us an opportunity to explain and 
intelligent people then see whether you 
are right or not. They didn’t agree on all 
issues, they said no, you are wrong, but 
afterwards they established their embas-
sies. It may be like the Finnish Ambassa-
dor in Stockholm has a special status, in 
that sense I would say that their influence 
is there but I would not over emphasise 
that because I think, it is very important 
for a country to take control of its own 
affairs and then it needs to distance itself a 
little bit from those who have actually 
been supporting it. I don’t know what 
your experience is but you know the 
situation better than I do. 

And if you go further, let’s say how 
Nujoma reacted to the Nigerian develop-
ments when I was on a state visit, in a 
very statesmanlike manner, taking dis-
tance from it. It’s sad that this is happen-
ing in Africa. I don’t think he as a head of 
a liberation movement would have said 
those things. But there is a good sign that 
you are defending the line you have actu-
ally accepted as a basis for your own soci-
ety. 
PP: This might be a detail, but anyway, 
when we are discussing Southern Africa 
there are a few countries where we have 
lively cooperation. But with Zimbabwe or 
Southern Rhodesia we didn’t have much 
to do before 1980 and maybe since then a 
little bit more but it’s understandable. But 
you personally had quite a lot to do with 
Angolans when you were in Tanzania. 
And still we have almost nothing going on 
with Angola. 
MA: For the simple reason that if we can 
have any impact we can’t spread our re-
sources too thinly. I think now particu-
larly when the resources have been cut it’s 
more sensible that you work where you 

are. And in Angola it has been very diffi-
cult because you are not secure in moving 
around, it’s not a safe place to do practi-
cally anything sensible. So I visited there a 
lot, and I have always had very candid 
discussions with Angolans. As Crocker 
describes it in his book about my visits to 
Angola. But I’m thankful that because of 
my contacts we have a good relationship 
in the same way I have with Samora’s 
successor, Chissano on the other side. 
PP: Then you mention positively that 
president Nujoma distances himself from 
Nigeria. But still one can see in many 
Southern African countries a little bit of a 
concentration of power and also personal-
isation of power. Does it worry you? 
MA: It always worries me, because my 
message here is that for God’s sake, like in 
our own society as well let’s not look for 
authoritarian leaders here, but let’s start 
thinking with our own brains for a 
change. And the whole education should 
cater for that. That’s why my message to 
those who were active in human rights 
issues and civic liberties before indepen-
dence is that they have to continue now as 
well. Because you have to build up that 
tolerance of the political leadership to 
accept that you are being criticised. 
IS: So do you see that there should be 
support for the civil society in those coun-
tries? Should that be our role now ? 
MA: Well at least sometimes I wonder 
how can you help as an outsider? It’s a 
very delicate issue, could you use your 
money for instance to build up a press? 
What would your role be there? It was 
understandable that you donated the 
printing press to FRELIMO, but how can 
you help in a democratic fashion and en-
sure that you all of a sudden are not asso-
ciated with somebody whose motives are 
questionable. You have to have a con-
tinued dialogue with political leadership, 
that’s why the contacts are absolutely vi-
tal. 

I think it is an issue, in the same line of 
questioning,  is whether SWAPO when 
they now have the majority will change 
the constitution to have a life president. I 
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think these are issues they have to debate. 
And I think they are fully aware of the 
consequences of that sort of move. It’s not 
looked upon kindly by the outside world. 
It’s true that even we have had a nearly 
life presidency here in our history but 
then we changed the laws. So one should 
be a little bit careful in criticising but they 
agreed that it’s two terms only. One 
should not build a sort of feeling that one 
is irreplaceable. And if a president in any 
country starts thinking that he or she is 
irreplaceable then he or she should be 
changed. 
IS: But if the people in that country think 
that way? I, for example, interviewed a lot 
of women two years ago who said that if 
there was no Nujoma as a president we 
don’t want a president at all. 
MA: I would not respect their views, with 
all due respect. Sometimes I think you 
have to let people understand that democ-
racy means also that you are not building 
up such a power base that offers you an 
opportunity to misuse that power. 
PP: One last question, which is only inter-
esting but not maybe vital. You learned a 
lot certainly during your years in Africa, 
and in Namibia and with Africans. But 
with that learning could you see any simi-
larities when you went to Bosnia, in the 
Yugoslavian situation? 
MA: My admiration for Namibians grew 
tremendously because, despite the fact 
that with a little bit of assistance from 
South Africa there was an attempt to place 
the Namibians against each other, it was 
still possible for them to find each other, 
others as Namibians, so fast after the elec-
tions in the constitutional process, in 72 
days. I organised one or two dinners 
where they would sit and drink together 
and talk, and after that they didn’t need 
the mzungu there anymore. They realised 
they were schoolmates and that it was 
much more important for them to agree 
on the basis of a democratic society that it 
would serve the purpose for each and 
every one whether they were in opposi-
tion. I think it will take ages, if ever, to 
reach that in the Balkans. So why is it so, I 

ask myself. I very often speak about the 
sort of Christian gentlemen and gentle 
ladies of Namibia or Africa. And that pre-
paredness to forgive rather horrifying 
things that went on, even if they were not 
necessarily going on between one Namib-
ian and another but were inspired by 
South Africans, but they can even talk to 
South Africans.  

When I went as State Secretary to 
northern Namibia I asked my black col-
league how did you get along with Carl 
von Hindsberg? Extremely well, he said. I 
just came with my wife from a visit to 
them in South Africa. That to me is a great 
thing. It gives me a belief that despite the 
old differences you can find the right peo-
ple like Carl and you can achieve a damn 
lot. And they together very smoothly ran 
Walvis Bay’s transfer to Namibia. 
PP: It went very well indeed. 
MA: And it shows that it is possible. There 
is much more cruelty we Europeans seem 
to be capable of.  

I was very pleased to see teenagers 
here in Finland from different ethnic 
groupings—Serbs, Croats, Muslims—talk-
ing to each other and see that there is a ray 
of hope. But how do you get rid of those 
who actually are the culprits of this and 
how to prevent that they will ever come to 
positions of power? 
PP: So, thank you very much Mr Presi-
dent. 
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Interview with Mikko Juva, former archbishop of Finland, 24.11.1995 

Pekka Peltola: Archbishop Mikko Juva, 
would you please describe in which ca-
pacities you have been in touch with the 
liberation of Southern Africa? 
Mikko Juva: My first contacts with the lib-
eration movement were already in 1961. 
That was the time when Africa was 
awake, Sharpeville and Congo aroused 
some turmoil in the board of directors of 
the Finnish Mission Society (FMS). I was 
at that time the chairman of its board and 
I told my board that now in this situation 
we cannot rely only upon the reports of 
our missionaries whose reports might be 
biased. Is it not time that the board itself 
sends a few representatives to visit South 
West Africa and analyse the situation 
there. So it was decided, and I, the presi-
dent, and Reverend Vallisaari, the secre-
tary, went to South West Africa and spent 
seven weeks there. Our host was at that 
time moderator Alpo Hukka and second 
clergyman in the leadership of the newly 
established Ambo-Kavango church, Leon-
ard Auala, who then later became its first 
bishop.  

And there I was told that the new polit-
ical movement SWAPO had caused unrest 
among the missionaries. For instance a 
group of these people went to meet one of 
our missionaries armed and threatened 
him but no actual violence occurred. And 
they had certain demands which they 
after that presented to Reverend Hukka in 
written form. The Finnish mission was 
accused of many things. Some accusations 
were understandable, some just due to, 
let’s say, inadequate education of the Afri-
cans.  

Now when I came to Africa the general 
feeling among the missionaries was that 
this was just a turmoil caused by some 
outside propaganda and as you can read 
from these papers they are not able to 
distinguish between essentials and non-
essentials. But I told them that you might 
be right, that they are not yet ready to take 
their destiny into their own hands, but the 
future lies inevitably among those Afri-

cans who want their countries to be liber-
ated. So please take seriously this move-
ment and do not judge them according to 
the present standard and status of their 
work. And I think this presentation of the 
board director for the mission side had 
some impact and we worked out certain 
guidelines. One was that as a foreign or-
ganisation FMS does not take active part 
in the politics of the country. Secondly, 
that we should follow very keenly what 
happens among the people of the country. 
And as soon as they have a leadership, 
which can be taken seriously so we must 
have negotiations and contact with them.  

I did not question the judgement of 
Alpo Hukka because he knew much better 
the people and the situation, but I very 
definitely advised him not to let the rough 
language of these letters be the only de-
termining factor. And so I tried to have 
contact with SWAPO people but they ap-
parently were afraid. I think that they 
judged that the FMS was not to be trusted 
at this moment and I do think that they 
were right because in Ovamboland I met 
some local SWAPO people, not the lead-
ership but some local people and natu-
rally not being very politically sophisti-
cated I asked them questions, that I know 
that you people leave the schools in 
Ovamboland and join the dissidents out-
side Namibia and how can you do that. 
Now they of course reminded us that this 
is a very serious question and I later un-
derstood that these secret contact lines are 
not revealed to someone you don’t know. 
And so my contacts during that journey 
were very superficial. 
PP: I have been wondering, because it was 
very early you took that stand to under-
stand the liberation movement. You were 
several years in front of everybody else. 
MJ: That is true and the reason was that at 
that time I was elected to the executive 
committee of World Student Christian 
Federation (WSCF). And there we met 
Asian and African students among 
American and European students and 
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their leaders. And we heard about libera-
tion movements in Asia, which already 
had some success—Indonesia was I think 
independent at that time—and they had 
taken part in guerrilla war against colonial 
powers. So I had already made up my 
mind that first of all, these nations have 
the same right for liberation as we Finns 
have had. And secondly, that in this fight 
for liberation they will take as their allies 
anyone who can help them.  

And even if my attitude towards 
Communism in Finland was that of an 
opponent—coming from my family back-
ground and my experience in the recent 
war—I had some understanding that even 
if I did not change my opinion that Com-
munism would not be helpful for Finland, 
it might really help these new emerging 
nations. And in this respect I followed the 
general trend in WSCF. In certain coun-
tries, at a certain stage in this pre-capitalist 
society, socialism may be the fastest way 
for national development and inde-
pendence. With this attitude I went to 
South West Africa. And of course I was 
not bound by the bias of some of the mis-
sionaries, who just took the Bible and said 
there is the beast of the apocalypse and 
what SWAPO say isn’t it just described in 
the last book of the Bible as being part of 
the work of devil? 
PP: That time when you were there, there 
were only very few SWAPO people 
abroad, mainly only president Nujoma 
and very few others and inside Ovambo-
land there was Toivo ya Toivo who was 
the main organiser. Did you find a single 
person among the Finnish missionaries 
who shared your attitude? 
MJ: I think Mr Hartikainen. Mikko 
Ihamäki was at that time in South Africa 
doing his linguistic studies. 
Iina Soiri: How common was the support 
for SWAPO at that time in Ovamboland? 
Would you say that you met several peo-
ple who were SWAPO people ? 
MJ: I really can’t answer that question. It 
was serious enough that the South African 
administrator came to Ovamboland and 
called all the Chiefs and Kings to a meet-

ing. I've mentioned that episode in my 
book. He told that there are certain snakes 
that have come to this country. And it was 
very dramatic sitting there in the shade 
together with the white people and seeing 
black people sitting in the sun, mostly 
silent. It almost could be seen that the 
black establishment, that is the kings and 
the chiefs and their servants were loyal to 
the South African administrator.  

But among the youth and especially 
among the small group of them who 
could study in schools—the lower high 
school and teachers’ college and theologi-
cal college, which were the existing 
schools there—people were very active 
and intellectually awake. Their Finnish 
teachers had discussions with them about 
history and about society. I think I have 
mentioned it in my book that probably the 
first lecture on Communism, which was 
ever held by a white person in Ovambo-
land was given by me to the students in 
the theological seminary. That’s of course 
elementary wisdom that if you know you 
are going to meet another ideological op-
ponent so describe what it is, so that this 
or that can later challenge Communism. 
And I tried to give a fair picture of Com-
munism, its goals and its aims and then of 
course the usual criticism from Christian 
theology. But the young people especially 
those who were studying, did at least 
know that something was going on. 

IS: But how openly did the students of 
theology and people who work for the 
congregations express their support for 
the liberation? When I read the book 
about Leonard Auala “Mustan Namibian 
Paimen” he seemed to have been very 
reluctant in the beginning. 

MJ: He was very reluctant. I met Auala 
in Finland, he was the first member of 
Ambo-Kavango church, who was allowed 
to travel to Finland. I later on heard that 
the local administrator had taken him for 
a ride saying that now you go out and 
now you are representing South West 
Africa and be careful, that you do not say 
anything detrimental. And that was I 
think 1959, so two years before I went to 
Ovambo.  
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I had a discussion with him and I told 
him here in Finland in safety and openly, 
that Finland has been for centuries under 
foreign rule, first Swedes and then the 
Russians, but when the time was ripe and 
we had had higher education and the his-
torical situation arrived when we could 
declare our independence, we did it. And 
I’m quite sure that sometime in the future 
your country will achieve the same. And 
now everybody who is working to edu-
cate people of South West Africa—
Namibia was not mentioned because there 
was no Namibia, I spoke about Ovambos 
—they are all working, of course, mainly 
for the kingdom of God but also the future 
free South West Africa. So it was in such 
general ideologist terms I spoke to him, 
but Auala’s reaction was horrified. And I 
understood it a few years later, when I 
learned what instructions Auala had re-
ceived. And he must have thought that 
now this man, this good Finnish man, 
chairman of the board is saying something 
he doesn’t understand and doesn’t know 
what demands this puts on me. I can’t 
speak, I can’t answer, I must be silent. So I 
only noticed a very hard stress and we 
didn’t discuss it that time any more.  

That was my first contact with Namib-
ian liberation and definitely I didn’t fore-
see any rebellion. I would be horrified if I 
would be interpreted in that way. But it 
was just that I as a student of history 
knew something about how nations de-
velop and I thought it wise to tell Auala 
that he should not be afraid to think of the 
future liberation. Nobody suggested that 
the time is now but that it was coming. 
PP: And it’s very clear that Auala was a 
courageous man, because he was really 
the one who started the open confronta-
tion with the government officially. 
MJ: That is true, but you see it was 9 years 
later. And during those years we elected 
Auala to the Executive Committee of Lu-
theran World Federation (LWF), the sec-
ond representative from Africa. At that 
time there were two from Africa in our 
Executive Committee. Every year he trav-
elled from Namibia to some place in 
Europe, in Asia and in Africa and he 

learned all the time. He didn’t speak very 
much but he was very alert. And he came 
to a situation where an African was equal 
to all Europeans and learned how we dis-
cuss things, he learned that white people 
are not like Gods, not baases as the reality 
was in South West Africa and South Af-
rica. And without that experience I don’t 
think he would have had that courage to 
stand up. Auala did not invent the idea of 
an open letter, I think it probably came 
from the radical students but anyhow he 
was willing to accept that responsibility 
and that was a tremendous shock to Vor-
ster. 
PP: But then you had these ideas already 
in 1959 that the future of South Africa 
sometime is to be free.  
MJ: Yes, but of course that was not very 
much, but it grew from my general under-
standing of history. The second starting 
point was, of course, my discussions in 
the Student’s Christian movement. 
PP: But then of course you did get into a 
conflict inside the Missionary Society for a 
few coming years. But you won the con-
frontation. 
MJ: Yes, that was actually when I was not 
any more in the WSCF but in the LWF. I 
was the Chairman of the Commission on 
Theology. As a commission chairman I 
took part in the Executive Committee 
meetings, so I met Auala and all Executive 
Committee members every year. And 
there the question of racism came up, 
partly from the American scene, but 
mainly from the last remaining colonies in 
Africa. And our black member churches in 
South Africa and Namibia/SWA raised 
the question and asked from us that the 
LWF must say something to our white 
member churches. So I was in the midst of 
that discussion when I found that the FMS 
board was in this context thinking very 
backwardly. So I thought that now it’s 
time that at least we in Finland take a very 
clear stand. But what they do in Ovambo-
land, they must decide themselves. We 
can’t from Finland give them concrete 
orders, but we can support with a clear 
stand. And I then suggested that we con-
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demn directly and clearly apartheid—the 
very words were that racial segregation is 
sin and that it must be condemned. 

But some people in the board said that 
segregation is not sin, it might be in a cer-
tain historical situation the best way to 
prevent friction and fighting. But then 
they said that we rather like separate but 
equal. But I said that’s not enough in this 
situation because that’s exactly what the 
apartheid defendants say. But I lost and 
then I said I resign, I can’t be Chairman of 
the Board which accepts separate and 
equal. 

Then the director, Olavi Vuorela, who 
supported my stand immediately con-
tacted Martti Simojoki who had just be-
come Archbishop. Simojoki was a member 
of the board not present in the discussion. 
And so Simojoki together with Vuorela 
worked out a formula, which helped eve-
rybody save his face but which in practice 
condemned segregation in the form 
apartheid applied it. So I won and after 
that I said I can withdraw my resignation 
and continue. 
PP: You had conflict even inside the Mis-
sionary Society. But how about the reac-
tion of the Finnish government? 
Kekkonen was already then president and 
it was only about 10 years later when the 
Finnish government took a positive stand 
in favour of liberation movements. 
MJ: You see, my stand strictly speaking 
was not a stand to assist liberation move-
ments. It was just a stand to assist the Af-
rican church. So it was church politics but 
not international power politics what I 
said. So I don’t think I contacted the For-
eign Ministry and they did not contact me. 
I think they thought that it is something 
which is up to the churches, they can take 
a stand, they have a different basis for 
their decisions and we do not mix with 
theological positions as long as they do 
not interfere with us. And this condemna-
tion of apartheid was nothing new, many 
other churches had done that, so that 
didn’t cause any friction. 
IS: It was done by Finland actually in the 
UN also. 

MJ: Yes, I think so, that it was more or less 
the general opinion, general enlightened 
opinion in Western Countries provided 
this stand did not affect economic or polit-
ical interests. 
PP: In the early 1960s one could say that 
you together with Olavi Vuorela were 
more or less friendly with SWAPO, and so 
you helped Nujoma personally also. How 
did that happen? 
MJ: Yes, Nujoma came to Finland. I don’t 
know which year it was, but Vuorela pro-
posed the matter saying let’s take him as 
our guest. Vuorela was so cautious, think-
ing that we cannot pay his trip from the 
Mission money collected by good people 
for mission work. So we collected a few 
thousand marks—I paid some and Vuo-
rela paid some. I don’t know who else was 
there but we just paid his tickets to Fin-
land and back. And we had discussions 
with him. When Alpo Hukka in Ovambo-
land heard about that he wrote an excep-
tionally sharp letter—he was a courageous 
man too by criticising his superiors—
claiming that “you have made a wrong 
decision”. And his main argument was 
that we in the mission here are making a 
very clear stand that we do not approve 
and support SWAPO, who meanwhile 
had started guerrilla warfare.  

And that was the difference between 
my stand then and later on. I really 
thought then that if the mission in Ovam-
boland is cautious, it’s their situation and 
they have the right to be cautious. But we 
in Finland, we are in no danger and if we 
take Nujoma that maybe helps his politi-
cal situation a little bit. Because I don’t 
remember exactly what I thought, but I 
can now argue that in the long run inde-
pendence was inevitable and if we during 
the struggle refused to have anything to 
do with them we were wrong. I do re-
member that I said very clearly that armed 
struggle is something we as a mission 
organisation can have nothing to do with 
but otherwise, the educational work and 
so on we fully accept. But I think we 
helped Nujoma to have contact with our 
Foreign Ministry and in that way we gave 
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him this kind of personal assistance. But 
we did not speak for him but we helped 
him to speak for himself. 
PP: Then you also mentioned that it was 
important when Emil Appolus from 
SWAPO came to Finland. By the way he 
came together with Anders Shipanga and 
I met them, when I was working in radio. 
I also remember and can confirm what 
you say that it was kind of a break-
through. He condemned the Finnish 
church comparing it with the Anglican 
church inside Ovamboland for being pas-
sive and giving only comfort to the apart-
heid regime, which Anglicans did not do 
anymore. So I remember the church de-
fending itself that it was not so but maybe 
it was only you and some others who did 
so. Most of the missionaries might still 
have had other attitudes. But the change 
took place sometime around 1965–66, do 
you think so? 
MJ: At that time I was busy in politics, I 
was a Chairman of a political party. But I 
was somewhat hurt about his accusation 
because maybe he was right but my un-
derstanding of our missionaries was 
somewhat different. Ihamäki was there 
already and Hartikainen was there and I 
had some correspondence with them, so I 
thought Appolus was unfair. For that rea-
son I sent a letter to the editors of 
Sosialidemokraatti, I can’t recall the de-
tails of that discussion. But even if I op-
posed Appolus, so it was in the spirit that 
our missionaries must be on the side of 
those who work against apartheid. And in 
that sense I sided with Appolus. And that 
caused some discussion in Finnish papers. 
Perhaps my condemnation of Appolus’ 
unfairness was not so serious as my ap-
proval of the right of SWAPO people to 
speak for themselves. 
PP: I remember very well the discussion 
that it was important, as you stated also. 
Maybe it was easier to accept those who 
had been passive, maybe it was easier to 
accept now when they were criticised. 
You were defending them but still saying 
that people are supporting and must sup-
port the struggle of the Ovambos. 

MJ: These were just the years when the 
attitude of the leadership of our mission-
aries was changing from being passive to 
giving active support. I think that was the 
time of change inside the missionary corps 
but also the time of change in the Ambo-
Kavango church and we could not follow 
that change so well here in Finland. But 
later on I think it became clear it was just 
these years when Hukka had left—Hukka 
was a man of God, an excellent man but 
he didn’t understand that times were 
changing—and Ihamäki was a man of the 
future.  
IS: So the change came rather when new 
people took over? 
MJ: Yes, that’s right. But Hartikainen was 
the first missionary who became a mem-
ber of SWAPO. And he came back to Fin-
land and went back to Ovamboland again.  
PP: Yes, you mention it here. He says that 
he is in contact with Toivo ya Toivo.  
MJ: Oh yes, and he was unhappy about 
the controversy between me and Appolus 
and tried to take an immediate stand that 
Appolus went too far. 
PP: Every now and then this conflict ap-
pears or there is at least some argument 
on the role of the church and SWAPO. I 
remember even in the 1980s when Toivo 
ya Toivo was back from jail, he came over 
to Finland and gave an interview to the 
press and said something critical about 
the role of the Finnish church which even 
was at that time quite unfair. Then maybe 
also the papers, evening papers, maybe 
overdid it as well. Then we had discus-
sions on that with the SWAPO people 
who were here in Finland. 
MJ: You probably know that the legal de-
fence of Toivo ya Toivo was paid by LWF. 
And so that was at that time the second 
organisation, where I was a part, which 
took a much clearer stand for SWAPO 
than did FMS. 
PP: I know Toivo ya Toivo rather well and 
he has actually no hard feelings against 
the church at all. I know it for sure. He 
was actually trained not only by Finnish 
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missionaries but at Odibo, by missionaries 
as well. 
IS: Perhaps this criticism is part of the 
ideological rhetoric of a liberation move-
ment.  
PP: Yes, it could have been that he had 
been reading the speech and there is a 
sentence which the Finnish papers picked 
up and made a big thing although it isn’t. 
Now we have gone through your role 
which has been very important in the 
early 60s. I was really surprised how 
avantgarde you were at that time. Then in 
the 1970s it was more widespread among 
people, not only in Finland because of 
your influence, but also internationally. 
And you spent so many years with the 
LWF. There you had different struggles. 
MJ: Yes. That was the question of giving 
economic support to liberation move-
ments. I was asked by Kotimaa, what I 
was saying when the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) had started a special 
fund to combat racism which intended to 
give economic support to all those move-
ments who fought racism. And I said, to 
put it very simply, racism is sin and sin 
must be opposed, those who oppose the 
sin must be supported. That was inter-
preted that I would advocate armed 
struggle against racism, which I actually 
didn’t. So I got some criticism particularly 
in German press.  

But I was in line with the work of the 
World Service of LWF, which very defi-
nitely took as a guideline that the only 
reason to give help is that people need 
help and political, religious and social dif-
ferences have nothing to do with the fact 
where we go. And so for instance in Mo-
zambique where there were liberated ar-
eas we sent help because the only pos-
sibility to help them was through their 
organisation. We were very keen that we 
would not give them money to buy weap-
ons, but of course we knew that if you 
support a certain movement, who is fight-
ing they can use their money for weapons 
if they don’t have to use it for books. 
Bruno Muetzelfeldt who was leader of all 
these operations was not naive. 

PP: We must return to international affairs 
and your activities in the LWF and its in-
fluence. You told in your book that you 
also visited the Natal area and saw some-
thing. 
MJ: Yes, that was 1971 or 1972 after the 
LWF assembly in Evian, where we made 
certain decisions concerning communion 
fellowship in South Africa and South West 
Africa. The white churches did not invite 
the members of black Lutheran churches 
to holy communion and the clergy in both 
countries was in principle willing but they 
could not get their laity to this kind of 
closer fellowship with the blacks. And so 
we sent a delegation headed by myself 
and our General Secretary André Appel 
and in Southern Africa we divided our-
selves in two different groups. I together 
with Calle Hellberg went to Natal and 
Johannesburg and André Appel went to 
Cape Town and Namibia. And we dis-
cussed with the people and visited the 
churches and preached both in black and 
white churches and saw the enormous 
difference in equipment and in living 
standard and so on. But could not really 
change anything. The pastors said that 
they were willing and in the conferences 
where the Federation of Lutheran 
churches met—and the conferences were 
dominated by of course the clergy—they 
lived in the same place, and in the church 
they had mutual communion but this cus-
tom did not spread anymore.  

So we just went back and reported to 
LWF that there was not very much to be 
done. But we suggested stronger steps 
towards the white churches. What meant 
more to the LWF was that the German 
Church refused to send pastors to these 
churches in Africa, who did not comply to 
the anti-apartheid stand of LWF. So they 
had problems in recruiting clergymen. 
And in some places the pastor and the 
congregation had clashes, but by and 
large no major changes happened. Then in 
the next assembly after Evian LWF went 
one step further and that was in Dar es 
Salaam.  
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IS: Holding the conference in Dar es Sa-
laam had caused some discussion inside 
LWF, whether it should be held there. 
MJ: Oh yes, that was prior to the assem-
bly. But this was not due to the racism 
controversy but due to East-West contro-
versy, because Tanzania took help from 
China and LWF had churches in Hong 
Kong and Taiwan and these churches 
were not allowed to get visas to Tanzania. 
So some of the members of the prepara-
tion committee said that we just can’t have 
a conference in a country, which does not 
allow all member churches to participate. 
Us having behind us the controversy, 
which moved, just on these grounds, the 
assembly from Porto Allegre, Brazil, to 
Evian, I strongly advocated not to move 
the conference this time because that 
would practically mean that Third World 
countries would have no possibility to get 
Assemblies and that would badly influ-
ence the image of LWF in all developing 
countries. So we had our meeting in Dar 
es Salaam. 
PP: According to your book, you had dif-
ferences of opinion inside LWF between 
the hard-line anti-imperialist line and 
softer pro-liberation line. 
MJ: That’s right. The same movement to-
wards the left which was very strong in all 
universities was felt also in churches and 
particularly among younger clergy and 
younger academic teachers. And I tried to 
keep balance in a sense that the Federation 
could not go further than the member 
churches go. But I don’t think that contro-
versy influenced our attitude towards 
liberation movements because we contin-
ued our established policy to send help 
where the help was needed, not to take 
part in any military assistance and to 
press the apartheid regimes wherever 
they were in power. So in all these points 
the Federation as a whole had the same 
line. 
IS: But coming back to Finland, how 
strong do you see the pressure or the 
opinion of the church in influencing Fin-

nish policy towards liberation move-
ments? 
MJ: Now the major part of the 1970s I was 
in university, so I did not take part in pol-
icy making of the Church, except that I 
was a member of the Church Assembly 
and also a member of the Foreign Council 
of the Church of Finland. But the Council 
was led by Martti Simojoki and the Fin-
nchurchaid was led in practice by Ahti 
Auranen. And Ahti Auranen was very 
strongly against giving any support to any 
movement, which had some connection to 
armed liberation struggle. So at the time 
when I was a member of the Foreign 
Council and when I was, as Archbishop, 
Chairman of the Foreign Council of the 
Church of Finland, I all the time met very 
strong resistance from Ahti Auranen and 
after him Pentti Viita who both wanted to 
keep a very clear line, that the money col-
lected by the Finnchurchaid could not be 
used for anti-apartheid struggle. 

Now I deliberately kept that struggle 
away from publicity, I did not write any-
thing about it. I thought it’s an internal 
matter of the church and particularly 
when I was Chairman and Archbishop so 
I didn’t think it is good that the Chairman 
publicly criticises those, who are serving 
under him. That would be disastrous. So 
that was one of the matters I as an Arch-
bishop had to deal with; the groups in the 
church who knew their rights and kept 
their position, which opposed that of the 
Archbishop. So that to the very end the 
Finnchurchaid did not give any support to 
the WCC anti-racism fund. Then in the 
1980s they voted for one small amount to 
be given to an Australian project, which 
gave support to some aboriginal project to 
give publicity to their oppressed situation. 
That was considered to be a non-violent 
project of the antiracist struggle. But oth-
erwise I can’t recall anything of signifi-
cance during my time as Archbishop. 
IS: Do you see that the opinion the church 
had held before had a certain impact on 
official foreign policy? 
MJ: I don’t think it had had because so late 
as in the middle of the 1980s when John 
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Vikström criticised some action taken by 
the government concerning refugees, if I 
remember correctly, minister Väyrynen 
publicly wondered how an Archbishop 
appointed by the President can criticise 
the decisions made by the government. 
This controversy then developed further 
and in the early 1990s there was a major 
controversy between the government and 
the church involving even president Koiv-
isto when in a press conference Arch-
bishop Vikström answered the question 
whether he considered apartheid to be a 
sin that yes, racism was a sin. And Koiv-
isto said ironically that if this was a sin it 
would be good to know how this sin 
could then be practised. And I got angry 
at being the Chairman of the Committee, 
who had written a proposal for churches’ 
attitude towards refugees and made very 
many suggestions. When Vikström ap-
proved our proposals I criticised publicly 
Koivisto with rather hard words. 

Whether that has influenced the atti-
tude of the government I do not know. I 
think, I do not think that any foreign min-
ister at the moment would repeat what 
Väyrynen said. I think that the church has 
through these actions gained the right to 
have its own theologically argued opinion 
concerning controversial points. And the 
church has the same right to criticise gov-
ernment as for instance the unions.  
IS: Then are you willing to assess why the 
government supported the liberation 
movements and the apartheid struggle?  
MJ: I would say that no doubt that the 
public opinion has influenced the gov-
ernment and in this public opinion the 
church has played a certain role. So I 
wouldn’t say that the church separately 
has done so much but as the church, 
which traditionally is conservative—at 
least is supposed to be conservative—and 
in a certain sense represents traditions has 
helped the government to change its atti-
tude when also a conservative and tradi-
tionalist institution like the church is for 
modernisation of that attitude. 
PP: Yes, I’ve already mentioned in another 
interview the fact that in the early 1980s 

when the trade union movement also be-
gan to do something concrete in Southern 
Africa, we immediately joined hands with 
the Church through Mikko Ihamäki and 
decided to work, not formally but actu-
ally, in liaison and in cooperation and 
feeling that if we work together the public 
opinion will maybe follow. At least in 
such a way that it’s not wise to attack both 
these large organisations which have such 
a following. 
MJ: I was such a short time as Archbishop, 
that I did not have time to really see 
whether any changes happened. But my 
idea was very strong, that the major folk 
movements in the country—that is the 
socialist movement and the church—if 
they joined hands that would have tre-
mendous effect on public opinion. And in 
the long run also in the policy of the gov-
ernment. And when I compare the rela-
tions between leftist organisations and 
church organisations in the middle of the 
1970s and now, it would be worthwhile to 
make an objective and thorough investi-
gation how the personal relations between 
leading people in the church organisations 
and in the leftist organisations have de-
veloped, what kind of friendships have 
been born and strengthened around 1980 
and how the public statements from both 
sides have changed. I think that really is 
one of the turning points in our internal 
history. 
PP: Whenever we saw that we could work 
hand in hand especially in the Namibian 
question, we knew it created such a broad 
basis that nobody really dared to at least 
openly attack that cooperation. And so we 
had free hands and our educational effort 
was not hampered by local opposition 
who would defend apartheid or anything. 
And it also influenced the actions of the 
government, which of course was already 
in favour of supporting and was already 
supporting. 
MJ: I think you are just on the right track 
and rather than ask, how the church has 
had impact on the government actions, 
you should ask how the new cooperation 
on a very broad basis between people 
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from the church in a very large meaning 
and people from leftist organisations have 
worked together in the same organisa-
tions. 

Take the Finnish-Namibia Society, take 
the Espoo-Namibia Project and I think 
there are many like this. And that Finn-
churchaid and the Unions they have com-
mon committees, so it’s something, which 
is completely new. This thing did not 
happen around 1970 but in 1980 it was an 
established fact.  

So about what you say that the gov-
ernment had difficulties, now you must 
remember that Finnish society is organ-
ised differently in the right half and in the 
leftist half. In the left everything is—if not 
strictly political—then at least has political 
connections. It’s difficult to find a leading 
spokesman on the left half of our society 
who is not attached to one or another po-
litical, union, cultural leftist organisation. 
But in the right half it’s quite different. 
There the politicians are a group in them-
selves. There are cultural organisations, 
social organisations, Christian organisa-
tions, the opinion leaders on the bourgeois 
side of the society are much less political 
than on the left. Now that does not mean 
that the right would be unpolitical, they 
are not unpolitical. But their organisation 
is different and when in this major ques-
tion opinion builders on the left and right 
met each other, so the church has had in 
this development a good and important 
role. So it’s quite right to say that. 
PP: It’s been a great thing, I agree. 
IS: Yes, but the reason to cooperate; were 
there various objectives for cooperation? I 
mean, Namibia cooperation was one rea-
son why trade unions and the church 
joined hands. But was it more like a gen-
eral trend, I mean when you were talking 
about these refugees and racism, the 
struggle against racism or are we only 
talking cooperation in this respect ? 
MJ: Of course I know the development 
from our side, but one thing which must 
be remembered first, was the new interest 
in developing countries, the notion that 
this world is not dominated by East-West 

conflict which was the traditional thing 
that influenced all Finnish opinion prior to 
the Second World War and very much 
after that too. And in churches awareness 
of that the future of our world depends on 
how we in industrial countries treat the 
developing countries. That’s the impor-
tant question, not the East-West conflict.  

That’s what I spoke of then in 1962 and 
this opened eyes that we have allies, and 
possible allies with those who here in Fin-
land emotionally are in this East-West 
conflict on the eastern side. But that’s not 
decisive. The question is where we stand 
in the North-South controversy, and the 
similarity of our evaluation has been the 
underlying thing which led us together. 
So that means that when I speak about 
friends and enemies, I don’t speak about 
those that we should fight enemies, but 
enemies are those who oppose what we 
think is right. And the strongest opposi-
tion—which I would call it without any 
value judgement—to the Christian view of 
North-South conflict were people in our 
midst, they were the conservative bour-
geois, the allies were on the left. And this 
was something which the international 
contacts, this new insight, gave to us and 
after that it was natural to find allies on 
the left. 
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Interview with Janet Mondlane, former Director of the Mozambique Institute in 
Dar es Salaam, 18.7.1996, Maputo, Mozambique 

Iina Soiri: Can you tell me something 
about yourself and the Mozambique Insti-
tute and your connection to the Nordic 
countries? 
Janet Mondlane: First we had a grant from 
the Ford Foundation to educate refugees 
from Mozambique. The American Em-
bassy had its Ambassador in Portugal and 
the Portuguese made a direct complaint to 
the American government, that this 
American foundation was making a grant 
to this rebel movement, these terrorists. It 
made a lot of noise, in the State Depart-
ment of the United States and in the Ford 
Foundation and finally the Ford Founda-
tion dropped our support. 
IS: Which year did you start the Institute? 
JM: That was 1963. We already had a lot of 
Mozambican refugees then, I don’t know 
how many. Actually, we have it in those 
documents, that I spoke to you about, 
how many refugees there were. Because 
we did a lot of work in terms of publicity 
to get funds for the Institute. After, when I 
found out that Ford Foundation had 
dropped it, I went to the World Council of 
Churches and did get a grant from them. 
But I think on that same trip, or certainly 
after, I went to Sweden. I may have a re-
port about that, somewhere, certainly it 
must be in the FRELIMO archives, but the 
FRELIMO archives are all mixed up. 
Anyway, the first real contact in Sweden 
was with the Secondary Students’ Union, 
the School Union. They were going to 
have a work day as they always did. 
IS: Operation Day’s Work. 
JM: Exactly, and marvel of marvels, they 
adopted the Mozambique Institute. And I 
think probably that’s how Finland began 
to get involved in this as there was an 
alliance among those Secondary School 
students. It turned out that all the Secon-
dary School Unions finally adopted the 
Mozambique Institute as their Day of 
Work. Maybe not Denmark, because 

sometimes they were a little bit out of the 
picture, but Norway, Sweden and Fin-
land, but that would have to be checked. I 
went to Finland many times linked with 
the Day’s Work. They did it every third 
year, it wasn’t every year. Finland with 
Erkki Liikanen, and his group. He was 
very active. I don’t remember whether he 
was the president of the Union at that 
time but he certainly was very influential, 
had many inroads in government. And I 
remember he was the one that organised 
the appointments for me in the govern-
ment with parliamentarians and so on. 
And I suspect that’s where all this began. 
And the Secondary School Students were 
very active. I was so impressed with the 
students, how mature they were. In Swe-
den when I was speaking to Pierre Schori 
at that time about the secondary schools, 
how they were organised along political 
lines. And there were conflicts among the 
various lines, just like political parties. 
And maybe these young students grew 
mature politically very rapidly. They 
really understood what was going on 
there, at least in their own countries. I 
have a feeling that Operation Day’s Work 
may be the first real contact that Finland 
had with Africa. I have a suspicion that 
the first contact—except when you are 
talking about Pretoria—was through the 
Mozambique Institute. Because then these 
Secondary School students went on and 
they became important figures in their 
own country. And they were very active 
in the Secondary Schools Student Union. 
They were likely to succeed when they 
went out. 
IS: When I went through the Foreign Min-
istry’s (FM) archives, I found out that 
there had been a FRELIMO delegation to 
Finland as guests of the Social Democratic 
Party—Erkki Liikanen was a member of 
that party—at the end of November 1970. 
One of them was Joaquim Chissano. This 
is the first record that I found in the FM 
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about meeting somebody officially from 
FRELIMO. 
JM: I think I should explain what the Mo-
zambique Institute (MI) was. I have to go 
back to explain how the Nordic gov-
ernments got involved with FRELIMO. 
That was via the Mozambique Institute. 
The MI was founded separately from 
FRELIMO. It was not legally a part of 
FRELIMO. We had our own legal consti-
tution. We had our own Board of Trus-
tees. I was the Director. And we can say 
yes, the MI served FRELIMO as much as 
that it helped to educate refugees. Also 
the fact that the director of the MI was the 
wife of the president of FRELIMO always 
counts for something. But if one really 
tracks down to see how it developed, one 
could see that of course there was a very 
strong link with FRELIMO, but really we 
developed separately. That was the excuse 
the Nordic countries used to say that they 
were not involved with a terrorist organi-
sation. They were involved with a refugee 
school, people who were working with 
refugees and then later on with the social 
services because MI didn’t stay as a 
school, it expanded tremendously and 
even went to the liberated areas of Mo-
zambique. And we were organising the 
social services of FRELIMO without say-
ing we were FRELIMO. So when the MI 
went to Sweden and Norway and Finland 
and Denmark it was going as a separate 
branch of FRELIMO. 
IS: Which was very wise. 
JM: Actually it was very wise. I didn’t 
even realise how wise it was until long 
after the fact. But the Nordic countries 
held on to that legal difference and ran 
with it. But what they were really doing 
was working sideways with FRELIMO. 
And the development of FRELIMO as a 
liberation movement meant that it was 
involved not only in war but in develop-
ment of a new idea, a new concept for a 
future Mozambique. That was very im-
portant for the Nordic countries and I 
hope that the Nordic countries today real-
ise what a contribution they made in that 
sense. It was a tremendous contribution. 

And they were the only ones that made it. 
So although you can have the first official 
encounter recorded in 1970, most of it 
rested with me in the 1960s because I was 
sort of the go-between. I had many con-
tacts in Finland, but they were probably 
unofficial. I remember going to the par-
liament building talking to parlia-
mentarians, talking with members of gov-
ernment. 

I think I saw the Foreign Minister as 
well. But it was very informal. And my job 
was to mobilise and dynamise these Nor-
dic governments to understand what this 
struggle meant for the independence of 
Mozambique. That was really my job. 
FRELIMO didn’t get into it until later on. I 
began in Sweden in 1965, and worked 
very hard for almost up to independence, 
really up to independence.  
IS: Were you ever staying in Sweden? 
JM: I was staying in Dar es Salaam. But I 
made frequent trips to the Nordic coun-
tries. 
IS: But apart from the fund raising of the 
students and the contribution they made 
for the MI, did you get any official state 
aid from Finland? 
JM: No 
IS: Never? 
JM: Official state aid, no. At that time Fin-
land, as you well know, Finland was very 
traumatised and neurotic by the fact that 
it had this border with Soviet Union. And 
it seemed to determine a lot of Finnish 
policy. At least this is, what I was told at 
the time. At the same time they were 
walking the tight-rope with their Western 
allies. But really I sympathise with Fin-
land and I think it made the political life a 
bit difficult. I felt there was a lot of re-
sentment about the Soviet Union—about 
what had to be done and what positions 
could be taken. But one must say that if 
they had to work with or please or be 
careful with the Soviet Union, the libera-
tion movement wouldn’t have disturbed 
that at all because the Soviet Union was 
involved with liberation movements. Like 
at that time with the whole Eastern bloc. 
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But it was very difficult for the so-called 
Western bloc to be allied or seem to be 
talking with these revolutionary move-
ments. But I do not remember any direct 
aid coming from the Finnish government 
to the Institute. 
IS: In 1972 a number of Finnish NGOs 
filed a petition to pressure the Finnish 
Government to give direct aid to the liber-
ation movements. They were speaking 
first of all of the liberation movements in 
Portuguese colonies: FRELIMO, MPLA 
and PAIGC. And to their own surprise—I 
talked to these activists—they managed to 
get the signatures of all the political par-
ties and all main NGOs in Finland. The 
petition was handed to the Foreign Minis-
ter. The Foreign Ministry had been very 
reluctant to even give support to the stu-
dent conference which was discussing 
anticolonialism. They didn’t even want to 
fund it because they said that if we fund it 
we support violent activities. So then after 
this petition they set up a working group 
whose main idea was to find ways how 
Finland could give some money to the 
movements, because all the other Nordic 
countries were already supporting the 
movements directly, that means, not only 
through the liberation committee in Dar es 
Salaam, the OAU and UN, but directly. So 
in 1973 they finally decided that, OK we 
can give support to FRELIMO, MPLA and 
PAIGC as humanitarian aid, strictly hu-
manitarian aid. And no cash. Some mate-
rials for example. But it took a lot of bu-
reaucratic hassle before they got this thing 
off the ground. Then in 1974 the Dar es 
Salaam Embassy reported to the Foreign 
Ministry after the coup in Portugal that 
we haven’t given anything to FRELIMO—
all the other Nordic countries gave—so 
we have to do something and very fast. 
Give something to FRELIMO in order to 
be recorded as a supporter of FRELIMO. 
To secure the relations, because we never 
know what’s going to happen. So they 
managed to give a cheque. It had been a 
long process before the Foreign Ministry 
agreed. Thanks to that there exists even a 
picture of that occasion when Mr Ahti-
saari, ambassador to Tanzania at that 

time, and counsellor Kimmo Pulkkinen 
were handing a cheque to Samora Machel 
and Marcelino dos Santos. And that was 
the first and only  financial contribution to 
FRELIMO.  
JM: It was just under the line...! 
IS: And thereafter Mozambique gained its 
independence and the relations between 
Finland and Mozambique were estab-
lished according to the normal diplomatic 
manner. 
JM: That is the history of the official gov-
ernment aid, I see. 
IS: All through these years the students 
and the NGOs funded the liberated areas. 
And that is what I don’t know anything 
about yet, which you maybe can shed 
some light on. 
JM: And that’s very important. I think I 
must get you the documents of the MI, so 
you can photocopy them. The most im-
portant thing that Finland did, was to give 
the printing press to the MI. The person 
who came down with it was Kid Ahlfors, 
we called him Kid. He was a Finnish fel-
low. He taught people how to use the 
press and if I am not mistaken, the man I 
got to work with Kid is still here in 
Maputo. He is a Tanzanian and his name 
is Paul Silveira. He and that machine are 
still running. 
IS: And the machine belongs to whom 
now? 
JM: It belongs to the National Press, Im-
presa Nacional. And it must be in that 
building that they have down there, al-
most at the 25 de Setembro, its on Vladi-
mir Lenin, just at the bottom. His name is 
Paul Silveira. He must be a pretty old guy 
by this time. But very nice. An extraordi-
narily nice, quiet and capable person. He 
worked with Kid. And then there were 
others who worked with him. There was a 
fellow by the name Simango, can’t re-
member his first name for the moment. 
Anyway there were a group of them. And 
the whole thing was transferred down 
here to Lourenço Marques when it came 
independent. That printing press did a lot 
of things. The evolution of that printing 
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press, the justification I made, was to 
make textbooks. That was the justification. 
And we made the first textbooks of 
FRELIMO really, for FRELIMO schools. 
So those Finnish students were really in-
volved in the first educational pro-
grammes of an independent Mozambique. 
And some of those text books certainly 
still exist, they are still around some-
where. 
IS: Apart from this printing press did they 
give material aid or did it cost all the 
money which was collected? And was it a 
Finnish printing press?  
JM: I think it was bought in Finland and 
shipped to Dar es Salaam. And we could 
make a very good finished product. It had 
eight or sixteen colours. There were a lot 
of technical discussions. But it made a 
very good finished product. And it was 
really impressive. And certainly we were 
the first liberation movement with a print-
ing press, if we can say it was a liberation 
movement’s printing press. In fact it put 
out a lot more than just MI text books. It 
was the printing press that printed the 
magazine “Mozambique Revolution”, 
which was an international magazine. 
FRELIMO really did very well on the in-
ternational arena. Better than after inde-
pendence. Because there were a group of 
people including Jorge Rebelo. He worked 
at the MI. He had his office at the MI. He 
was the information officer of FRELIMO. I 
can even remember where it was. It was a 
small office right on the courtyard, just 
outside and when we walked outside of 
his office into the alley there was the 
printing press. So Finland, those secon-
dary students—that’s why I have admira-
tion for those students—worked on it and 
they stuck it out and they also provided 
different kinds of paper. They never just 
dropped it, but they just kept going with 
that and produced fantastic things. 
IS: I found out from the archives of the 
Africa Committee that they used to collect 
money and that they had donations from 
the Finnish paper industry. That paper 
was then packed and shipped to Dar es 
Salaam together with some clothes and 

sports things, footballs and things like 
that. Later on this system whereby state 
the was also funding NGOs started, but 
this support to MI was so early that all the 
money they collected was from students 
or their parents. So it was private money, 
there was never any state money. They 
were all pure donations because the stu-
dents ran from company to company ask-
ing for things. 
JM: I remember I had to go speak to 
schools, representatives of schools, I had 
to go to public meetings organised by 
them. The idea of these students was that 
this is what we are doing today, but it will 
have a very longterm effect not only on 
the attitudes of the students as they grow, 
but on their parents because the students 
and their parents are so linked with ideas. 
If students are working hard on a project, 
of course their parents are going to get 
involved. If not physically involved at 
least they are going to get intellectually 
involved. So I think it made a big impact 
on the Finnish political and social scene.  
IS: But how were you received? I mean 
that if somebody in Finland is expecting a 
person from MI, he won’t expect a person 
like you. Are you an American citizen? 
JM: At that time I still was. 
IS: Just talking about these images, must 
have been a surprise for them to find you, 
a white woman. 
JM: From US. It’s very interesting, because 
what I had to handle in terms of that was 
non-existent. Now, what they had to han-
dle in Finland or in the Nordic countries I 
don’t know. The only time I remember—
and I am not sure if it was after my hus-
band was killed—as I was making a 
speech in a big hall. It wasn’t Finland, I 
have a feeling it was in Norway or Swe-
den. A Portuguese got up and criticised 
me for what I was doing. How could I 
possibly represent the Mozambican peo-
ple because I wasn’t Mozambican and I 
wasn’t this and I wasn’t that. So but that’s 
the only time I can remember. I am sure it 
was because I was the wife of the presi-
dent and I just didn’t dispute that. 
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IS: The first representative of the libera-
tion movement who was officially invited 
to Finland and had an official reception 
was Amílcar Cabral. 
JM: I would imagine. 
IS: And the story tells that people were 
astonished because they were waiting for 
a guerrilla, you know, a little bit back-
ward, a real fighter, even blood on his 
hands and then they received a civilised 
and highly intellectual person. What I 
mean is that these images are very impor-
tant. We are talking about 1960s Finland, 
where one never really saw a black per-
son. There were no black people in Fin-
land. 
JM: Yes, Finland was very isolated.  
IS: And the image of Africa was non-exis-
tent. People didn’t really know. The only 
ones that we had were some SWAPO stu-
dents or Namibian students throughout 
these years. So for many, even for stu-
dents who read about things, and who are 
more aware, it was a new thing and then 
for many politicians who are of an older 
generation for them to meet a black per-
son who is intellectual was a very 
enlightening encounter. His visit really 
made an impact after which they said OK, 
these people are good, and they know 
what they are talking about and so these 
liberation movements are not just hope-
less guerrillas fighting for fun but they 
want to do something and they are right 
in what they do. And that made an impact 
on the political front. And also, of course, 
the students who long ago allied with the 
MI and also met other people and spoke 
about this. 
JM: And they had worked on it, they had 
really worked on it. And they really knew. 
I am trying to think if they made any vis-
its to Dar es Salaam, they must have. But 
you see they finally had Kid Ahlfors there 
so he was counselling and there was a lot 
of feedback there. But we had a lot of 
communication with Finland. There was 
really a lot going back and forth.  
IS: Can you tell about any other organisa-
tion which supported you? 

JM: In Finland? I think they probably de-
veloped. But I can’t tell you right now. I 
just cannot remember what organisations 
they were. Whatever they would have 
been, they certainly would have worked 
through the union, or with the union at 
least. I don’t know if there were church 
groups. The World Council of Churches 
or the Programme to Combat Racism also 
worked with us. 
IS. What about the Lutheran World Fed-
eration? 
JM: Yes, LWF. No, it could be that the 
LWF received funds, because it was safer 
that way. Churches didn’t want to get 
mixed up.  
IS: They did get money from Finland, 
from Finnish churches. 
JM: I am sure they did and of course we 
talked about that. I talked about that with 
the Lutherans that this was a way to sup-
port us. Because I was telling this while in 
Finland, to the Nordic countries that they 
should really make use of it. If you could 
get the Finnish Lutheran Church archives, 
and find out how much LWF gave. They 
gave a lot of money, they did give us a lot. 
IS: Well, the purpose of our study is not 
only to try to discover the impacts of our 
aid or our support to these movements 
and people in these countries. It is also to 
find out the impact in our society. Because 
it goes both ways. And these things you 
are telling now are very important, be-
cause the relationship with MI somehow 
enlarged the world view of Finnish citi-
zens. Especially because—like you men-
tioned yourself—of the Soviet Union, our 
contacts with the outside world and our 
foreign politics actually were very strictly 
limited to certain ways. Only certain indi-
viduals were allowed to have contacts. 
Certainly it was not like Eastern Europe, 
of course not, we were much freer. But 
anyhow about foreign policy, our old 
president used to say, that it is not a thing 
for an ordinary citizen, it is too compli-
cated. That was the saying. So but really 
with students’ contacts and this type of 
solidarity work there was a new world 
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opening up for Finns. And then in the 
1970s there were a lot of—apart from con-
tacts to Africa—others, e.g. Chile came 
and Vietnam. The Vietnam war at that 
time as well painted the map much wider 
for Finland, and the development coop-
eration could grow on that foundation.  
JM: It grew on that foundation, yes it did. 
That’s why I always say, the MI was really 
the first, say, liberation movement entity 
which was in the Nordic countries. And 
from that then the liberation movement 
didn’t seem so strange, didn’t seem for-
eign. And maybe it was a good idea that 
here comes this white American, because 
sometimes even after independence when 
I was a member of government delega-
tions they would forget who I am. And I 
remember speaking with—I was in a 
delegation for development—we were in 
Italy and I was next to the Minister for 
Foreign Affairs and Development and he 
started telling me all the things wrong 
with black people. Because, of course, he 
didn’t think. As one gets going one forgets 
what I am really doing and what my links 
are. So probably it was an advantage in a 
society like Finland which was extraordi-
nary insular at that time. And I remember 
Erkki Liikanen explaining to me the com-
plications of the foreign policy. It was 
something that I could understand and 
take into account, because I came from a 
society with a much wider way of looking 
of the world, I wasn’t confined to the Mo-
zambican viewpoint. So it was easier to 
cultivate the Nordic countries. After a 
while I began taking Mozambicans with 
me, at least one Mozambican with me, to 
integrate him into the business. This was 
before independence, when a black person 
didn’t seem so strange any more. 
IS: From the records I found that you have 
been to Finland in an official delegation in 
1980 as National Director of International 
Cooperation with Joaquim Marcos? 
JM: That was such a tiring trip.  
IS: You went to many countries? 
JM: I think eight. I was exhausted, that 
was the first time I have ever been thor-

oughly exhausted. Didn’t they have an 
international women’s conference in Fin-
land during that time?  
IS: There was one, yes. 
JM: I went to that with Josina Machel. I 
was there. And the Palestinian women. 
That was my first contact with the Pales-
tinian women. I couldn’t believe it. It was 
very interesting. I also went to a lot of sol-
idarity meetings in Europe, to which Fin-
nish people went. And there was always 
that problem in the Nordic countries, well 
maybe not as much as in Germany. Ger-
many had terrible problems, with such 
internal conflicts in these student unions. 
Of course based on political parties. Ger-
many was very conservative. Some of 
them were very conservative and some of 
them were very much on the left.  
IS: But that is a character of European pol-
itics. It is because of this East-West divi-
sion. I think in Finland even we had very 
strong communist, well communist as 
well, but leftist fractions. Our communist 
party was established in the beginning of 
the century and the social democratic 
party as well and they were always like 
cat and dog. Even if they were both on the 
left, but they had such ideological differ-
ences that sometimes it felt very ridicu-
lous. But it was in the 1970’s, when the 
student radicalism which started in the 
1960s, was swallowed by the political par-
ties. First many of those student activists 
were not aligned, they just absorbed leftist 
ideas, but they were not members of the 
parties. So then later on they found out 
that, because there was this new openness 
in political parties, so they became mem-
bers of the political parties just like Erkki 
Liikanen himself, who eventually became 
an MP at the age of 21. 
JM: I know, he was the youngest  
IS: So I mean suddenly all the power was 
in his hands. Because there was a kind of 
generation change in the beginning of the 
seventies. So like everywhere else, the 
Foreign Ministry absorbed most of the 
radicals in the beginning of the 1970s. In 
that way those who were very critical to-
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wards Finnish foreign policy, became offi-
cials themselves. Because that was the 
policy of our late president Kekkonen, he 
wanted to use this kind of integration tac-
tics. He met himself many of the student 
leaders, very radical ones, who one day 
were protesting outside the presidential 
palace and next day having tea with the 
president. It was his tactics, his strategy. 
So, and then they were absorbed into the 
political parties, they became either politi-
cians or they became officials. And this 
development cooperation or this solidar-
ity work, humanitarian aid was a kind of 
subject they were allowed to deal with. So 
Kekkonen never touched it, but he said 
OK, it’s not a problem, it’s not as long as 
you keep our policy, don’t bring a conflict 
in the decisions, you can deal with it. You 
give humanitarian aid to FRELIMO. You 
give that to SWAPO, ANC, that’s fine. It 
was a kind of way of integrating them and 
keeping them busy with this task. 
JM: Better join them. 
IS: He was very clever in that sense. 
JM: But of course the result was that is 
also changed the government. Of course. 
You cannot expect to isolate them. What I 
felt and have always felt until recently. 
Certainly in the 60s and the 70s the Nordic 
countries as a whole—well I always put 
Denmark a little apart. 
IS: Because it was a EU and NATO mem-
ber. 
JM: But the Nordic countries were happily 
naive about what was really going on in 
the world. How essentially horrible the 
world was. Because if you are working in 
the revolution, in the revolutionary 
movement, all the things that go on and 
all the things that happened to us were 
horrible. I also started out as a very inno-
cent, idealistic teenager and so on. Also 
naive, I must say. One learns a lot. I felt 
that the Nordic people were in that cate-
gory they hadn’t gone out to the world 
yet. So one would appeal to that. And say: 
“You know there is something horrible 
going on in the world, you have to do 
something to change it!” And they kind of 

woke up and blinked their eyes and said: 
“You are right”. But that changed, that has 
changed now. Through communication, 
media and so on. And unhappy things 
have happened in the Nordic countries. 
But at that time that was the typical pic-
ture of what I had in dealing with the 
Nordic people. People that I would meet. 
It was probably a selected group, self-
identified group, but they were open to 
these ideas and just really observing that 
these things were going on in the world. It 
finally hit them, later on.  
IS: Was your appeal more emotional than 
rational? If you saw them being naive at 
the same time when people were being 
killed. And to think of the way the Portu-
guese government was treating people. So 
was it an emotional appeal? 
JM: No, it was combined. One had to talk 
about the situation as I used to do. The 
situation in Mozambique, the situation in 
the struggle. What we were trying to do to 
solve it. Of course it appeals to the emo-
tions of the people even if they hadn’t 
thought of it before. But for one to get 
over the emotional effect, you have to 
appeal to them also intellectually, other-
wise it doesn’t stick. That’s where the sec-
ondary school students were good, be-
cause although they were caught up in a 
sense of an emotional side, they were also 
very intelligent. Those that I dealt with. 
And I admired them a lot. I felt they were 
so mature for their age. 
IS: It was a special generation and that’s 
what we are hearing all along. I mean I 
was a student in the 1980s and I was al-
ways told about those in the 1960s. But I 
just heard from someone who is a student 
now that they are no longer told stories 
about the 1960s but they are told about the 
1980s. Because we were the ones who 
started anti-apartheid and started this 
developmental, solidarity and environ-
mental movement as a new combination, 
what then became the Green movement. 
So now they say nothing is happening. 
But maybe in the year 2000 then they will 
have thought about other things, it starts 
again. 
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JM: Sure, these ideas come back again. 
They’ve only got energy every twenty 
years. I really am convinced that the MI 
was the forerunner of the relationship 
between especially Mozambique, but 
Southern Africa too. And for the Southern 
African governments and the Nordic gov-
ernments I think the really root was MI. 
We did a lot of publicity.  
IS: And then like in Finland’s case, we had 
this missionary relationship to Namibia. 
And we had a student, a Namibian stu-
dent, Nickey Iyambo, who is now a minis-
ter. So he was in Finland. But he didn’t 
have any resources, no backing. SWAPO 
didn’t exist, well it did exist but it had got 
no network, so he was doing a lot on his 
own scholarship and he was a roommate 
of Erkki Liikanen. So that was also what 
made Erkki aware, surely, because he was 
staying in the same room with one libera-
tion movement activist! Later on SWAPO 
came into the picture because of the Martti 
Ahtisaari connection and everything. I 
was surprised, because I was so young 
when Mozambique got independence, so I 
don’t have any recollections myself and I 
sort of thought it all started with SWAPO 
but it is not the case! The solidarity started 
with Portuguese colonies and FRELIMO, 
that was the focal point. 
JM: My son has told me that I must write a 
story on the MI because it was a great 
success story in the Nordic countries and 
it was really laying the foundation for the 
future relationships between the Nordic 
countries and Mozambique and other 
Southern African governments as well. 
But I have been too busy, maybe I will do 
it one day. 



 

 

Interview with Minister Nickey Iyambo, 20.8.1996, Windhoek, Namibia 

Nickey Iyambo: I came to Finland in the last 
days of November 1964. And my reason 
for going to Finland was actually to study. 
That was reason number one. Two, I also 
had a responsibility given to me by 
SWAPO of Namibia to mobilise and in-
form the people in the Nordic countries in 
general and Finland in particular about 
life in Namibia, particularly the political 
life when it comes to the position of the 
black majority in this country. That was 
because of colonialism that was in place in 
Namibia. Before going to Finland I lived 
for a brief period in the United Republic 
of Tanzania, where I was working as a 
broadcaster through Radio Freedom 
spreading the news to the people of 
Southern Africa and Namibia in particu-
lar.  

I was born in the northern part of Na-
mibia, it is where I grew up as a boy look-
ing after my father’s animals: cattle, goats, 
donkeys and the like. Like any other Afri-
can boy I had to do that until I was about 
9 or 10 before I could actually be allowed 
or permitted to go for schooling. I went 
through my primary school in the north-
ern part of Namibia, and part of my sec-
ondary school and then I had a great in-
terest in teaching. I went to a teacher’s 
seminar and after the teacher’s seminar I 
migrated to Windhoek. Before I left the 
northern part of Namibia I was thrown in 
to the political life of Namibia through 
people like Andimba Toivo ya Toivo, and 
Sam Nujoma. They were people that we 
heard those days so much. My contact 
particularly with Toivo ya Toivo was so 
rewarding, so educating particularly to us 
as young boys of those days.  

I left the northern part of Namibia in 
1959 at the very end, came to Windhoek, 
lived in Windhoek. Soon after I arrived in 
Windhoek I was caught up in the mobili-
sation of the black people as far as their 
political rights were concerned. It was 
during those years that we had to mobilise 
and rally on the call to the UN to come 
and end the mandate of the then apart-

heid South Africa which occupied our 
country. In Windhoek I quickly went up 
and gained respect from my people and I 
was elected as SWAPO’s first secretary, 
branch secretary actually, in the then 
newly created location for the blacks, 
where blacks had to live, called Katutura. 
That location is still around. It is actually 
the place where majority of the black peo-
ple lived until today, here in Windhoek. 
Being a branch secretary of an organisa-
tion which was working against the social 
and political order of the day was indeed 
very difficult. The white rulers of those 
years could not imagine that in this coun-
try the black aspiration would go so far as 
wanting to change the socio economic and 
political circumstances that prevailed in 
the country. Because of my opposition to 
the then social order, I and many others 
were very often at the loggerheads with 
the political establishment of those days. 
To the extent that we had to be arrested, 
we had to be beaten up by the police. But 
of course we had to mobilise our people.  

So by the beginning of 1963 I attempted 
to leave Namibia to go into exile because 
many of my peers had by that time left 
Namibia, went abroad, first particularly to 
Tanganyika which became the United 
Republic of Tanzania later on. Others got 
scholarships from Tanzania and went to 
study abroad to continents such as Amer-
ica, Europe and of course the rest were 
spread throughout a few independent 
African states those days. But I was ar-
rested in the North-Eastern part of Na-
mibia as I attempted to escape and I was 
in prison for three months. I went to court 
accused of wanting to escape from the 
country. That issue I purposely denied 
since my objectives were to go abroad to 
study and indeed to join others in the 
struggle for freedom of this country. At 
the trial I was sentenced to six months 
imprisonment.  

It was a very difficult time. Very often I 
was beaten up in prison and I was inter-
rogated. I was asked about the United 
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Nations. I was asked about what I and 
others were trying to do, and why we 
were against the establishment of those 
days. We were informed that it was not 
possible for black people to rule them-
selves. And when I referred to black peo-
ple in countries such as Ghana, Tanzania, 
Nigeria, Liberia, who ruled themselves, I 
was often informed that those are differ-
ent black people. It was only that we did 
not know them, but they were different. 
So we were informed that, that for us in 
this part of the world, our place was to be 
servants. Fetch water, chop wood, and 
work as kitchen boys for the white people. 
And we should forget that the day could 
come when we could rule ourselves.  

It was painful to be told like that. It 
was degrading, it was despising, it was 
unacceptable. Yet the force, the brutality 
that was vented on those who turned out 
to organise against the establishment 
those days was so harsh that there was 
nothing you could do but simply be 
around, like it or not. And of course we 
happened to have been born in this coun-
try.  

So when I was released I stayed in the 
country for about four months and very 
early in March 1964, I together with an-
other two of my colleagues—unfortu-
nately they are all now late colleagues 
because of the struggle, because of the war 
of liberation, they are no longer with us—
left Namibia, escaped and went into exile. 
We got a political asylum in Tanzania 
because we were belonging to SWAPO—
which was actually a positive measure 
those days, because there were a number 
of African liberation movements in Tan-
zania all housed in Dar es Salaam. We 
were all looking for political recognition 
from the Organisation of African Unity, 
which was formed in May 1963. After a 
brief time staying in United Republic of 
Tanzania I then went to Finland for the 
purpose I stated earlier which was to 
study and after studying to come back to 
join my colleagues in Africa to continue 
the mobilisation of the international com-
munity on behalf of my country Namibia 
and of course against South Africa. 

Iina Soiri: Why was particularly Finland 
selected ? Was it a scholarship given by 
Finland or was it the importance which 
SWAPO placed on Nordic countries? Or 
what was this special reason why you—of 
all the countries—went exactly to Finland? 
NI: The international community those 
days was really yearning to learn about 
problems on this planet. And as you know 
the Second World War had just ended in 
1945 and time went by when the Euro-
pean states were busy with their recon-
struction. But after, I must say, the suc-
cessful programme of the Marshall Plan in 
Europe, the fire for solidarity grew in 
Europe and in America to assist people 
that were fighting against oppression. 
And this solidarity was also amplified by 
the number of students’ movements. 
There was an organisation called the 
World University Service which was 
spearheaded by students. Students of that 
organisation thought it to be their duty to 
mobilise resources and assist their peers 
from developing countries, so in my case I 
was given a scholarship by WUS. It is to 
that organisation that Finnish students 
also belonged and that organisation had 
an office also in Finland. And when I was 
given a scholarship by that organisation I 
was informed that the place for me to 
study would be Finland and I should go 
and undertake political science. That is 
how I went to Finland.  

Of course I was delighted because the 
name of Finland was not strange to me as 
a Namibian who was born and grew up in 
the northern part of Namibia which is the 
part of Namibia where Finnish mission-
aries were very active since 1870. And in 
fact, the primary schools I went to were 
schools organised and belonging to the 
Finnish Missionaries in collaboration with 
the local people of the northern part of 
Namibia. While in Finland I met many 
Finnish people, and some of them were to 
be almost my life long friends, should I 
say. And among them I include the cur-
rent president of Finland, his excellency 
Martti Ahtisaari and many more others 
who quickly became my acquaintances 
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and made my stay in Finland a happy 
one.  
IS: So one of your tasks, in addition to 
studying, was to mobilise support. What 
kind of support did SWAPO expect or 
wish to get from Finland especially and 
the Nordic countries in general? 
NI: When I went to the Nordic countries 
and Finland in particular, I had a clear 
vision of what I wanted to achieve. And 
the messages that I wanted to convey to 
the people in the Nordic Countries were 
as clear as daylight in my mind. I knew 
that the Nordic Countries had no colonial-
ist pattern, in other words they never 
colonised any country in Africa. And so 
because of that I knew they were not very 
well acquainted, vested with the problem 
of colonialism. And therefore I was con-
vinced that they might be ignorant as far 
as the problem of apartheid was con-
cerned. Yet I knew too, that I would most 
probably not find it difficult in the end, to 
impart the information about the difficul-
ties in Southern Africa in countries such as 
Angola, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, South 
Africa and Namibia. I knew that there 
would be an economic assistance possibil-
ity that we could get from the Nordic 
countries. But I thought before embarking 
on that economic and other social assis-
tance the first task has to be the mobilisa-
tion.  

Because in the first place people did 
not know where the country was—some-
thing about Ambomaa, a little bit. But not 
really much in terms of the social and po-
litical difficulties the country was under-
going, because the duty of the mis-
sionaries was obviously to spread the 
good message of conviction and Chris-
tianity. It was not very clear to them 
whether they also had to look into social 
difficulties of the country, particularly the 
political arrangement. They thought that 
was part of the local politics and they 
were from a far land and they should not 
really spend considerable energy on po-
litical issues, but rather consider spread-
ing the Gospel of faith. 

The mobilisation started with the stu-
dent movements, because these were my 
peers. It was easier. They were the people 
I associated with. They were people I sat 
with. They were the people I drank tea or 
coffee with. They were the people, that we 
went around skiing together and so on 
and so forth. So it was therefore just natu-
ral that they were very close to me and 
therefore easy to talk to. Also they wanted 
to find a new role that they could play in 
their countries in terms of first increasing 
their horizon of knowledge so that they 
could no longer limit their knowledge and 
activities to Finnish or European affairs 
only. It was the time of expanding their 
knowledge beyond Europe. And I was a 
resource to tap for concrete information 
and experience. Also to gain from the per-
sonal concrete stories that I was able to tell 
of what I had gone through myself.  

Slowly but surely we expanded the ho-
rizon from the student organisation to the 
mass organisations of Finnish society, 
particularly the trade unions and indeed 
the political organisations. And in those 
days it was the political organisations of 
the left of the political spectrum that were 
more forthcoming than those of the right 
political spectrum. Now after that it was 
the time to expand this to the academics. 
And soon we found Africa and African 
affairs discussed in seminars, seminar 
papers prepared, and that people even 
introduced some texts where African his-
tory, Africa politics, African sociological 
perspectives and information were dis-
cussed. And because of that, I realised 
quickly that indeed sooner or later we 
would get to involve governments of 
those countries as well.  

By the time we talked to governments 
we then had assistance of the citizens of 
those countries, students in particular, 
members of political parties of the left 
political spectrum and soon thereafter 
academics. They were not many people, 
that came up in the beginning. But soon 
thereafter a few African research papers 
were produced. That is how the interest 
was developed. We found after that there 
was also a whole yearning of interest par-
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ticularly in Asian problem, because those 
were also the years of the Vietnamese war. 
And therefore the link was shown that the 
problems in Asia—when it came to the 
Vietnamese war and others—could not be 
divorced from colonial problems that 
were reigning in Africa.  

So because of that, many scholarships 
were granted to African students. I was 
perhaps the third or fourth African stu-
dent in Finland those days. And soon 
thereafter the number increased which 
also made the stay more pleasant because 
I could discuss and relate my African ex-
perience to other Africans, those who 
were not from Namibia. And quickly too 
they came to my assistance to help to mo-
bilise the Finnish people in particular and 
the Nordic population in general. So we 
find that working through these student 
organisations was followed by the fact 
that organisations such as Africa Commit-
tee of Finland was created and so many 
other associations trying to help Africa. I 
remember Africa Group of Sweden was 
created. And so we were invited to so 
many seminars, to so many conferences, 
to so many meetings in the Nordic Coun-
tries to mobilise the population.  

I think by the late 1960s FRELIMO, a 
liberation movement of Mozambique, was 
already gaining momentum and upper 
hand in the fight for liberation of Mozam-
bique. As a consequence FRELIMO got 
attention in the Nordic Countries as a vi-
able organisation that needed to be sup-
ported materially, financially and much 
more morally. And of course we were 
working together with most of the African 
students who were given scholarships to 
study. And quickly thereafter we found 
that appointments and meetings did take 
place between African students and Nor-
dic politicians although at the lower level 
those days. 
IS: Did you have a colleague in any other 
Nordic country? 
NI: I was alone from 1964 until 71. I was 
operating from Helsinki, covering all the 
Nordic countries. But in 1972 I was joined 
by another SWAPO member who was 
stationed in Stockholm. And when he 

came it got naturally much easier for me 
to organise from Finland. May I say more 
of less I concentrated then on being in 
Finland only. But that situation was 
planned, because in 1969 I finished my 
political science, which I was doing in 
Finland, came back to Africa. But in 1971 I 
went back to Finland again, for the second 
time I went for the purpose of studying 
medicine. It turned out that doing medi-
cine was not the same as doing political 
science. I was more busy with the studies 
than with the political activities as it was 
compulsory to be in the lectures. And that 
was actually partly the main reason that 
SWAPO had to recruit another candidate 
for the Nordic countries.  
IS: Who was this colleague of yours? 
NI: That time it was somebody called Paul 
Helmut who stayed there until 1974 or so. 
Then he was replaced by another col-
league, Ben Amathila, who today is Na-
mibia’s Minister of Information and 
Broadcasting.  

All in all, I must say that the concrete 
official contact both in Finland and in 
Sweden as well as the rest of the Nordic 
Countries—that means the position for us 
to be heard and to be listened to by the 
Nordic governments—started with the 
assistance of those countries’ student 
movements. In Finland the Africa Com-
mittee and in Sweden the Africa Group of 
Sweden. So much then, that soon there-
after our leaders, in our case, my presi-
dent, his excellency, doctor Sam Nujoma 
also came to visit Finland frequently in 
those years to meet Finnish politicians. 
And slowly we got even financial assis-
tance from Finland. The first financial 
assistance from Finland we got was from 
the Social Democratic Party. As well the 
SKDL of Finland was always ready to give 
a hand in local arrangements. And later 
on we got some financial assistance also 
through the trade unions.  

And so we went on, to the end of 1976 
when contacts between us as members of 
the liberation movement and the Finnish 
government improved considerably, be-
cause by that time we had the Finnish 
government’s kind of direct involvement 
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with Namibia through the UN because at 
that time Martti Ahtisaari—who is an old 
friend of mine—was appointed to be the 
UN High Commissioner for Namibia. He 
left his post in Tanzania, where he was the 
Finnish Ambassador, in early 1977 and 
ever since our contact with the Finnish 
authorities really increased. A number of 
students were sent to Finland to study, 
Finland proposed a number of measures 
that were aimed at improving the educa-
tion and social preparedness of Namib-
ians through the UN Institute for Namibia 
in Lusaka to which Finland also con-
tributed financially. Finland also did serve 
as a member of the Senate of that institute. 

I must say, that the contact between 
Finland and Namibia through the arrival 
of the missionaries turned into a positive 
enterprise of contacts between the Namib-
ians, who were struggling and fighting for 
the independence and the 1970s politi-
cians of Finland to the extent that today 
Namibia and Finland enjoy an excellent 
relationship.  
IS: This was actually a good evaluation of 
the relationship. But if you still would 
compare Finland to the other nations, can 
you see that Finland had a special role to 
play in the international community con-
cerning the Namibian issue? 
NI: I think Finland did what she could. 
What we were told those days was that 
Finland also had a very delicate political 
situation of its own. Being a country 
sandwiched between East and West 
means that although Finland has been for 
a long time a Western country, it had the 
then Soviet Union as a neighbour under a 
different political system than Finland’s. It 
was cleverly balancing its own position 
between the East and West, Finland of 
course being a western country.  

So I think because of its policy of neu-
trality there was sometimes, should I say, 
a disinterest as far as remote issues were 
concerned, in this case Namibia. It was a 
question whether Finland had something 
to gain, if it takes an active participation 
and side in African politics. Because those 
countries that did colonise Africa, of 

course had all the monopoly of informa-
tion that was spread all over the world. 
You had a trade between Finland and 
South Africa. And Finland unfortunately 
had to balance between what it was get-
ting in trade with South Africa and to 
compare it with the simple word and 
statement of Nickey Iyambo, who was a 
student of Finland. And who could not 
actually visualise, conceptualise, that it 
was sooner or later to be us, those that 
were oppressed, to gain the upper hand.  

But Finland in my view did not lose 
much time to grasp the wind of change 
that was sweeping across Africa. Al-
though I have to say much of the accep-
tance was not really brought by us from 
Africa talking to Finnish people, but an 
achievement by Finnish students to a 
large measure. They were really quite an 
asset for us. Otherwise the historical isola-
tion of Finland made it difficult in those 
days for Finland to see beyond Europe, 
unfortunately. Particularly in regard to 
African issues, which came gradually and 
slowly with time. Indeed, one would have 
wished to have a Finnish active participa-
tion in positive politics because Finland 
was a neutral country. But I think if you 
ask a Finn he will have a different view. 
IS: Concerning Moscow, did you have a 
colleague in Soviet Union? 
NI: Oh yes, they were many. 
IS: Did you exchange views politically? 
NI: Oh yes, we did, we did. There was 
actually a large number of contacts among 
the Namibian students wherever we were. 
Those that were in the Soviet Union or in 
the rest of the socialist countries, those 
that were in America, those that were in a 
number of African countries, yes indeed, 
there were a lot of contacts.  
IS: So these your colleagues in Moscow, 
did they somehow instruct you, or give 
you any ideas how to approach Finland? 
NI: No, not really, because I was a Master 
of Finnish politics and Finnish interna-
tional relations. There wasn’t anything 
that they could tell me for instance.  
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IS: I am asking this because Finland, and 
Finnish people themselves always wanted 
to mirror their own society through Mos-
cow.  
NI: Correct 
IS: And having also been myself a political 
student and studied in the 1980s when we 
still had the iron curtain so it was also the 
idea we learned. A lot of delegations were 
sent to Moscow to have an idea how we 
should relate to certain issues on the in-
ternational arena. 
NI: Very difficult to say. Most probably 
the trade matters also played a role in the 
Finnish government or the people want-
ing to see through Moscow, through that 
mirror. I mean the trade volume that ex-
isted between Finland and the Soviet Un-
ion. Naturally one would not have liked 
to jeopardise that on the one hand. The 
other point is that Finland did recognise 
that Soviet Union was a superpower and 
it was a neighbour. You don’t choose your 
neighbours, but they happen to be there 
geographically. And I think that definitely 
it had an influence. 
IS: One official at the Foreign Ministry 
who I interviewed made an analysis that 
probably this humanitarian aid or this 
involvement in these humanitarian issues 
in Africa gave a kind of an alternative 
route for Finland to the international poli-
tics, because Finland could gain some re-
spect by helping poor nations and liber-
ation movements. It didn’t want to be 
involved in the strict political debate, but 
it was then giving a hand in this respect 
and that way gaining some image for it-
self as being a western sovereign country. 
Because in many matters especially in the 
UN Finland always abstained on what-
ever was discussed in the security field. 
Finland was a member of the Security 
Council 1969–70, and it mostly abstained, 
because it didn’t want to get involved in 
superpower conflict. But then again this 
African involvement, humanitarian aid, 
was a neutral kind of an accepted political 
act. Our president Mr Ahtisaari, who we 
also interviewed for the study, said that it 

was very clearly analysed, that this type of 
humanitarian aid had to be accepted by 
the whole political spectrum in Finland 
and also by the international community. 
He said it had to also be balanced like the 
foreign policy in Finland in general. Not 
to be biased. 
NI: I wouldn’t disagree with that analysis, 
particularly when that is the point of view 
of the Finnish people. This is really what 
has happened. And it is very well in line 
with what I said earlier, that Finland rec-
ognised, that she was a neutral country, 
but with a superpower border. Because of 
that neutrality Finland was unlike Swe-
den, which had what you want to call an 
active neutral policy, in terms of speaking 
out. Sweden was being neutral but always 
ready to speak out openly. Finland chose 
the road of quiet diplomacy so to speak. 
This is maybe the difference between Fin-
land and Sweden. Open vocal, neutral 
policy approach for Sweden and quiet 
diplomacy kind of an approach for Fin-
land. And when Finland realised that 
most probably she would be involved in 
the humanitarian courses, I think that was 
an even more comfortable position for 
Finland. And of course we also were quite 
realistic, because it was obvious.  

Our relations with the then socialist 
countries were frank and open and we 
knew what we wanted from them. Obvi-
ously we were fighting against colonial-
ism. Our contacts had to be open and we 
knew they were the only people that were 
ready those days to come to our side to 
confront colonialism with arms. We knew 
it would have been pointless, it was not 
even a measure to discuss, to request or 
ask arms from any Western countries. It 
was clear. So we made therefore the dis-
tinction that when it comes to education, 
we can ask help from anybody including 
the socialist countries. But in addition to 
education from the socialist countries we 
can ask arms. When it came to the west, 
we knew the question of requesting arms 
that was out, but we could ask for schol-
arships and financial assistance. So we 
then said if that continues, we get scholar-
ships and arms from the socialist coun-
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tries, scholarships and financial assistance 
and other political support from both of 
them wherever possible depending now 
what is the issue at stake. We were really 
comfortable with that.  

I think the positions that were drawn 
there we realised them too, that countries 
had to take their positions and it is very 
difficult when you are sovereign. Some-
times people think it’s easy, but it’s not. 
There are state matters that we have to 
deal with, that are very concrete, very 
evident, that even if you want to, you 
can’t do otherwise. So I think those issues 
made us understand that obviously even 
if we might like to get so many things 
from our friends, there is a limit. We un-
derstood that.  

Of course we condemned, we did con-
demn any relationship that there were 
between the West and our colonisers, we 
did condemn when those relationships 
were economic relationships, or military 
relationships or perhaps financial rela-
tionships in terms of trade. Those were 
condemned by us, but they did not go so 
far that, for instance, as cutting off the 
contact with them. There were always 
ways and means of continuing talking to 
these people. 
IS: So about the scholarship programme 
which was started in 1976 by the Finnish 
government and administered by the 
church. Did the idea come from SWAPO? 
Was it SWAPO who put it to the govern-
ment? 
NI: I have to be honest with you, I don’t 
know whether it was SWAPO who re-
quested, or it was Finland that requested 
it. I really have to look into the research 
papers to see what went on, but let me put 
it this way, that the idea of establishing 
the UN Institute for Namibia to educate 
Namibia and to prepare Namibians for 
the future administration of their country 
really came from Finland, because it was 
proposed in the UN and all of the UN 
organs then agreed to it. So I can’t now 
remember the additional preparation 
apart from financing the Institute and 
Finland taking part in that institute as far 

as the senate is concerned. Perhaps that 
prompted Finland to discuss the pos-
sibility of taking up more young Namib-
ians to study in Finland in 1976. But suf-
ficient in any case is to say that scholar-
ships were funded by the Finnish gov-
ernment, and money was given to the 
missions to administer these scholarships. 
IS: I discussed this with Mr Karanko when 
I did an interview. And then also with Mr 
Yrjö Höysniemi from the church. 
NI: What did they say? 
IS: They said that there had been discus-
sions with some SWAPO representatives 
and it came up as a common idea, because 
at that time SWAPO was very much re-
questing the scholarships, partly because 
the church had already given scholar-
ships. And now SWAPO wanted to have a 
full programme, which would be financed 
by the state. And by that time in 1973 the 
Finnish government decided that they 
could give humanitarian aid for liberation 
movements, starting with FRELIMO. So 
then it was kind of a good idea, a good 
way to use this humanitarian aid. But then 
Mr Karanko himself said that, because the 
government, or the Foreign Ministry 
didn’t want to get involved in administer-
ing the programme, they asked the 
church, the church’s foreign aid to do it 
for them. Because they already had some 
experience about this. And also because 
this old missionary was very familiar with 
the young Namibians, and could assist. So 
he himself came to Lusaka to select the 
students.  
NI: I would agree with that assessment. 
Most probably during that time the con-
tact between Finland and Namibians 
really got increased because even the mis-
sionaries that were then in Namibia were 
getting involved. I remember the late 
Mikko Ihamäki, who was also asked to 
leave Namibia—actually who went to 
Finland and was not allowed to come 
back—was in fact the one who came to 
Zambia that time to fetch the first large 
group of Namibians. There was a positive 
evolution taking place, the increased con-
tacts between us, members of the libera-
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tion movement, and realisation from the 
Finnish government that it had to increase 
its participation in humanitarian endeav-
ours Therefore it made the proposal of the 
UN Institute for Namibia. And at the 
same time the SWAPO members were 
getting more attention in the decision of 
the Finnish government, which was now 
willing to be directly involved in increas-
ing humanitarian assistance for Namibia 
in terms of scholarships. Again the Fin-
nish missionaries—when it comes to Na-
mibia culturally or socially—knew it bet-
ter than anybody else in Finland those 
days. I think that provided a platform. 
IS: And many people said later on that 
because of Mikko Ihamäki’s participation 
in selecting the first group it was very 
successful. He even knew many of the 
families where the young students came 
from, so he could know what kind of a 
basic education they had gone through. 
And then later on he was no longer there 
to assist, and then also the student groups 
were specialised, which means they were 
no longer this general group. But the stu-
dents started different courses like this 
Wärtsilä group for technical education 
and then the nurses and so on. The schol-
arship programme changed character. 
NI: Yes it did to a certain extent, defi-
nitely. I agree with your assessment. 
IS: There are so many things to discuss, 
but I am sure that we have covered most 
of the things. I really thank you for this 
interview. 
 
 




