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To Our Readers

A shared experience and history that is accepted 
by all citizens is a major foundation in building 
a nation and a condition for sharing a common 
destiny. Without a well documented history which 
binds the nation together, it quickly falls apart. 
This is a lesson which many people all around 
the world have learnt over time. A common his-
tory is of course not the only factor that glues a 
nation together, but one of the most important. 
This fact is one of the underlying reasons why the 
Nordic Africa Institute has concentrated a part of 
its activities both on documenting, and assisting 
African scholars and countries in documenting, 
recent historical developments on the continent. 
This issue of News will present what the Nordic 
Africa Institute has been doing in this regard and 
also reflects some of the diverse perspectives from 
different countries in Africa on their efforts to 
document past experiences and develop a com-
mon history.

Ellen Ndeshi Namhila, Director of the 
Namibia Library and Information Service, and 
Narissa Ramdhani, Director of the Campell 
Collections and ANC Documentation Centre, 
summarize the situation in Namibia and South 
Africa respectively  pointing at the multitude of 
initiatives that are being taken in this field. South 
Africa, as in so many other fields, is setting the 
trend, which is shown in a number of short articles 
and interviews in this issue. We are extremely 
happy that so many well-known and experienced 
researchers and practitioners were prepared to 
share their experiences with us. The Institute is 
also fortunate to co-operate with  many of them 
in the field of documentation and history.

We are also pleased to present two interviews 
with prominent researchers on Africa: Vladimir 
Shubin from the Russian Academy of Sciences 
Institute for African Studies and recently guest 
researcher at our Institute is a historian who has 
devoted most of his life to documenting devel-
opments in Southern Africa from the Russian 

point of view; and Tore Linné Eriksen from Oslo 
University College, also a historian who has done 
some major work on documentation of African 
history.

In addition to our major focus, we present two 
commentaries in this issue of News. In the first, 
Richard Cornwell of the Institute for Security 
Studies in Pretoria, summarises in a concise way 
trends and emerging issues as regards conflict and 
peace in Togo. Although major efforts are being 
made by the African community – mainly through 
ECOWAS and AU – he reminds us that the founda-
tions of peace still remain frail. He also makes the 
point that Togo’s electoral process remains deeply 
flawed. The promotion of democratic governance, 
economic reconstruction and human security 
remain very critical to peace in West Africa.

The second commentary is by Mirelle Rabe-
noro, a senior researcher at the University of Tan-
anarive, Madagascar and one of the participants 
in the recent NAI conference ‘Writing African 
Women – Poetics and Politics of African Gender 
Research’, held in Cape Town in January (cf. 
the conference report elsewhere in this issue of 
News). Rabenoro deals with the historic changes 
of women’s status in Magadascar, explaining how 
in pre-state Madagascar differences of caste over-
ruled differences of gender, and how traditional 
women’s organizations secured a basic measure 
of women’s rights. All through the 19th century 
Malagasy sovereigns were women. Because of 
the state’s need for soldiers, the status of women 
became increasingly subordinated to that of 
men. This gender bias of the Malagasy state was 
continued by the colonial government and again 
by the post-independence First Republic. Thus 
in the present situation Malagasy women have 
lost the status traditionally granted to women 
in Madagascar, while not (yet) having access to 
modern courts of justice. ■

Lennart Wohlgemuth
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Togo: Family matters

The death of President Gnassingbé Eyadéma 
on 5 February 2005 after almost 38 years as      
Togo’s head of state has ramifications far beyond 
the borders of this small, impoverished country. 
There were, of course, few of his countrymen 
who could remember a time when he had not 
dominated the national scene, and his sudden 
departure suggested to many, friend and foe alike, 
that the moment constituted either a threat to the 
established order, or an opportunity to instigate 
radical change in the domestic balance of power. 
Yet the principal players in this political drama all 
faced constraints, not least of which was the ruling 
edifice constructed by Eyadéma during his long 
reign, which bound together a number of now 
vested interests centred upon his own extended 
family and benefiting others, many of whom hailed 
from his home region in the north of the country. 
Not only were all significant organs of the state and 
formal economy run from the presidency, but the 
years of Eyadéma’s rule had seen the creation of 
an army more than 10,000 strong, relatively well-
trained and equipped by the French, and for the 
most part comprising members of the president’s 
own ethnic group.

There were other, less tangible, matters, 
which might be subsumed under the heading 
of political culture. Roughly put, in many cases 
the competition between individuals and groups 
for the political leadership in African states has 
come to be perceived as so much of a zero-sum 
contest that compromise, let alone the gracious 

By: Richard Cornwell
Head of the Africa Security Analysis Programme at the 
Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria, South Africa

Does Eyadéma’s demise signify real change in 
Togo’s political direction? In this commentary, 
Richard Cornwell explains and analyses the recent 
dramatic developments in Togolese politics.

concession of defeat, is still a rarity.  Yet in recent 
years the continent’s leadership, expressing itself 
through the African Union (AU) and such ideas 
as those contained in the New Partnership for 
Africa’s Development (NEPAD), had been at pains 
to demonstrate to the world at large that concerns 
for ‘good governance’ and ‘democratic practice’ 
had indeed taken root and were to be encouraged 
at every turn. The implicit tension between these 
two perceptions of the essential nature of African 
politics was revealed starkly in the days that fol-
lowed Eyadéma’s death.

The late president died en route for emergency 
treatment overseas. He had been ill for some time, 
seriously so for the past few months, yet such was 
the nature of his rule, and the almost supernatural 
veneration in which his courtiers held him, that 
anticipating his removal from the scene was almost 
unthinkable within the presidential palace. He 
had, over the past few years, introduced his son 
Faure Gnassingbé to the formal political field, 
appointing him minister of minerals, transport 
and communications, and encouraging him to 
play a prominent role in such negotiations as 
were necessary with the international donors 
and with the domestic opposition. Though there 
was no official acknowledgement of the fact, 
many observers assumed that of his many sons, 
the well-educated Faure was being groomed to 
succeed to the patrimony. A premature formal 
announcement to this effect could have been 
counter-productive, antagonising either kinsmen 

COMMENTARIES



3News from the Nordic Africa Institute 2/2005

or, more likely, other barons within the ruling RTP 
(Rassemblement du people togolais), who might 
sense their ambitions eclipsed by the formation 
of a presidential dynasty.

As it stood, the Togolese constitution stipu-
lated that in the event of the president proving 
mortal, his place as head of state should be as-
sumed by the Speaker of the National Assembly, 
pending the holding of presidential elections 
within sixty days.

When it became apparent that Eyadéma’s 
health was failing rapidly, the Speaker, Fambare 
Ouattara Natchaba, a trusted loyalist, was sum-
moned back from a diplomatic mission to Brus-
sels, where he had been attempting to persuade 
the European Union of Togo’s commitment to 
democratic principles in the hope of restoring 
more of the financial assistance withheld since 
1993, when Eyadéma had violently aborted Togo’s 
constitutional conference process.

For reasons not fully explained, Natchaba 
failed to return home in time, and on the death of 
the president the armed forces effectively took con-
trol, closed the Togolese borders and airspace, and 
declared that in order to avoid a dangerous power 
vacuum they were installing Faure Gnassingbé 
in his father’s place. Parliament was summoned 
in emergency session to provide a legal gloss, by 
dismissing the absent Speaker, now in Cotonou 
in neighbouring Benin, replacing him in that 
position with Faure Gnassingbé and changing the 
constitution to enable the stand-in head of state 
to complete the unfinished presidential term, 
which expired only in 2008. That parliament was 
able to act so unanimously was due largely to the 
opposition’s boycott of the previous parliamentary 
elections.

International reactions
Even as they expressed their condolences to the 
family and countrymen of the departed president, 
Africa’s leaders reacted sharply to this swift eleva-
tion of the son by such legally dubious means. 
The AU and ECOWAS immediately denounced it as 
nothing less than a military coup. The European 
Union and the USA followed in slightly more 
measured tones expressing concern and hope 

that the Togolese could turn this tragic affair into 
an opportunity to move towards real democracy. 
President Chirac, an old ally and friend of Eyadéma 
expressed his sense of personal loss, but otherwise 
kept his own counsel, preferring that others should 
take the lead in what might prove, for France, a 
delicate matter in a region where there were diffi-
culties enough, especially in Côte d’Ivoire. France, 
though, as a steadfast supporter, politically and 
financially, remains a key player, whose protesta-
tions of disinterested neutrality in Togo’s internal 
affairs need not be taken at face value.

Having dispensed with the niceties, the AU 
and ECOWAS showed themselves to be made of 
sterner stuff than when they had reacted to coups 
in Guinea-Bissau or the Central African Republic. 
With President Obasanjo leading the charge they 
demanded that the constitutional amendments be 
undone with immediate effect. Diplomatic sanc-
tions were imposed, with worse promised if the 
Togolese government did not yield. On the streets 
of Lomé the opposition’s supporters gradually 
worked up their courage, sensibly cautious of the 
ruthless hand of the security forces.

Concessions were made, piecemeal. Faure 
Gnassingbé announced that elections would be 
held very soon, after the controversial code had 
been debated with his opponents. Then it was 
made clear that he was talking not merely about 
legislative, but presidential elections. This having 
failed to satisfy, parliament was summoned to 
rescind the constitutional amendments rushed 
through with such indecent speed. A presidential 
election would be held within the stipulated sixty 
days. But parliament refused for the moment to 
go back on Gnassingbé’s appointment as Speaker, 
leaving him as incumbent and de facto presidential 
contender in the RPT camp.

ECOWAS and the AU made it clear that this 
was insufficient to ward off isolation, and Faure 
Gnassingbé decided to yield his position as speaker 
to the deputy speaker, Abass Bonfoh, who was 
sworn in as interim head of state on 26 February. 
ECOWAS and the AU decided that honour was now 
satisfied, lifted their sanctions and sent a high 
profile mission to urge peace and reconciliation 
among the Togolese. They also decided that the 

COMMENTARIES
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presidential election would be held towards the 
end of April and, by implication, according to the 
rules and constitution as modified unilaterally by 
Eyadéma in recent years.

This was not the outcome that the Togolese 
opposition had sought, for they had wanted a delay 
long enough to revisit the reforms envisaged dur-
ing the government’s protracted and unfinished 
negotiations with the European Union.

Even as he relinquished the interim presidency, 
Faure Gnassingbé was adopted as the ruling party’s 
electoral candidate.

Remaining questions
A number of questions may be raised at this point, 
for whatever transpires they will be germane.

Did the presidential clique and its armed forces 
overstep the mark unnecessarily on 5 February 
by moving so definitely to assure a dynastic suc-
cession with such blatant manipulation? If so, of 
what were they afraid, that elements in the ruling 
party might try to assert a measure of political 
independence, or even that the Togolese armed 
forces might prove less than monolithic? Was Faure 
Gnassingbé fully in command of his own fate, or 
was he a reluctant hostage of larger political forces, 
as some have suggested?

What did the Togolese establishment have to 
fear from an election to be held at such short no-
tice and on terms so favourable to the presidential 
party? The electoral code and the management of 
the polls was still a matter for intense discussion, 
but as the rules stood there was little chance that 
a fragmented opposition could overthrow the 
incumbent administration’s candidate in the single 
round of voting for which provision was made.

Let us take international objections at their 
face value too, for a moment. What is the desired 
outcome in all of this? To persuade Africa’s remain-
ing despots that they had better mind their man-
ners? To convince the outside world that Africa’s 
political class is mending its ways? Cynically, to 
distract attention from the opacity of other transi-
tions, including that in Nigeria? Optimistically, 
to create the sort of political space in Togo that 
would allow for compromise leading eventually 
to peaceful and consensual regime change? For 
as things currently stand, even were the opposi-

tion to seize the presidency, theirs would be an 
uncomfortable position, the levers of real control 
remaining for the present in the hands of their 
defeated adversaries.

Not least, one has to consider the position of 
the army. If Togo’s opposition should have learned 
one lesson from the debacle of the constituent as-
sembly in the early 1990s it is that the trappings of 
power are not proof to the bayonets of a politicised 
army. In 1991 and 1992 the opposition, egged on 
by returning exiles, overconfident in the power of 
the laws they had reformed, and bent on revenge 
for years of exclusion and oppression overreached 
themselves with disastrous consequences. Tens 
of thousands fled the country, others, not so 
lucky felt the wrath of an army they had publicly 
despised.

ECOWAS and the AU having declared their 
satisfaction with developments, the opposition 
had little alternative but to contest the presidency, 
and its leaders discussed the necessity of funding a 
single candidate around whom to rally. Gilchrist 
Olympio, exiled son of the country’s first president, 
Sylvanus Olympio (who was murdered in 1963 
during Eyadéma’s initial eruption onto the politi-
cal scene), had initially indicated that he would 
make himself available, but this offer was with-
drawn once it became apparent that his absence 
from Togo during the past twelve months legally 
barred his candidacy. As a surrogate, the six prin-
cipal opposition parties nominated Emmanuel 
Akitani-Bob, Olympio’s 74-year old deputy, who 
had performed a similar role on his behalf in 2003, 
securing a creditable 34 percent of the vote.

Though this decision will undoubtedly stand 
the opposition in good stead, given its historic 
tendency to coalesce around different personali-
ties rather than principles, it remains to be seen 
whether it will prove sufficient to overcome the 
obstacles of contesting an election so firmly under 
the control of the ruling party. The opposition is 
aware of the flaws in the process to which it has 
submitted itself, and continues to argue for a 
postponement so that the necessary constitutional 
amendments may be made. The government, hav-
ing retreated to a position in which it can claim 
to have defended the current dispensation, is now 
relieved of the pressure to make any alterations 
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either to the rules or the stipulated time-frame.
All in all, one is tempted to conclude that 

despite the diplomatic noise, the victory won 
by ECOWAS and the AU, though welcome, was 
somewhat hollow, in that it preserved the mas-
sive advantages enjoyed by the incumbent party 
at the polls. 

Does Eyadéma’s demise signify a change in 
Togo’s political direction? In all probability, much 
will depend upon what sort of leader Faure Gnass-
ingbé turns out to be.

Postscript
Togo’s presidential elections were duly held on 
Sunday 24 April, in conditions far more peaceful 
than many had foreseen. There were a few isolated 
reports of violence, and many more accusations of 
electoral fraud. On the following day, long before 
the results were known, Nigeria’s President Oba-
sanjo made an attempt to calm matters by sum-
moning Faure Gnassingbé and Gilchrist Olympio 
to a meeting in Abuja. Olympio’s attendance at the 
five-hour meeting was an overt recognition that 
he, and not his surrogate Emmanuel Akitani-Bob, 
was the real leader of the opposition.

After the meeting Obasanjo announced that 
“Faure” and “Gil” had agreed that, whatever the 
outcome of the polls, they would form a govern-
ment of national unity. On his return to Togo, 
however, Olympio said there had been no formal 
agreement, and that he would first have to consult 
his colleagues. Thus, on 27 April when the electoral 
commission announced that Gnassingbé was the 
winner with 60 percent of the vote to Akitani-Bob’s 
38 percent, a result that flew in the face of most 
of the expectations of observers on the ground, 
the situation was ripe for trouble. Akitani-Bob’s 
immediate declaration that he had won the poll 
with 70 percent of the vote and his call for his 

supporters to resist with their lives if necessary set 
in train a tragedy in which perhaps as many as 800 
lives were lost, and thousands put to flight across 
the borders into Benin and Ghana.

There was never any chance that the security 
forces would stand by and allow northerners in the 
Lome suburbs to be massacred, and after a day’s 
respite they reacted predictably. The opposition 
had not learned the lessons of 1992. The violence 
was quickly over and at the time of writing (15 
May) refugees have begun to drift back home.

The opposition is now hinting that it may 
indeed consider joining the cabinet, and awaits 
further developments. President Obasanjo has 
again called a meeting of the two leaders for 19 
May, at which he will make another attempt to 
achieve a compromise that will satisfy honour on 
both sides.

In the meantime, the European Parliament 
has rejected the outcome of the elections and 
refused to recognise Gnassingbé as president. This 
is a definite blow to French pride, for President 
Chirac had been swift to congratulate the son of 
his old friend on succeeding to his late father’s 
office.

Now we have to wait to see what may be 
rescued from what was bound to be a flawed elec-
tion. If Gilchrist Olympio plays a skilful game, he 
may emerge as the publicly recognised leader of an 
opposition that may wring significant concessions 
from a government under continued siege by the 
donors. Unfortunately, Akitani-Bob’s headstrong 
reaction and its inevitable consequences have made 
life that much more difficult for the compromisers 
on both sides. And, given the balance of forces 
and the vested interests at stake, compromise 
there will have to be, if Togo is to move towards 
parliamentary elections that may lend legitimacy 
to the political leadership. ■
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Madagascar: The lost status of women

By: Mireille 
Rabenoro
Senior researcher, 
University of 
Tananarive, 
Madagascar

In today’s Madagascar, women’s rights are no 
longer protected by traditional rules, nor does the 
majority of Malagasy women have enough educa-
tion to turn to the modern judiciary system to claim 
their rights. How did things come to be this way, 
and what can be done to change the situation?

What has happened to the traditional status 
of Malagasy women? By ‘traditional’, I mean not 
just pre-colonial, because it seems that the loss 
of women’s high position in society began long 
before the colonial invasion by French troops, 
which resulted in Madagascar becoming a French 
colony in 1896. It began when local chiefs started 
organizing their chieftaincies into a State, in the 
late 18th century, and was gradually aggravated un-
der Western influence, first through the Christian 
missionaries throughout the 19th century, then 
through colonial laws, education and practices, 
and through the policies, attitudes and practices 
of the Western-educated elite, after Independence 
in 1960 till nowadays.

The traditional status of women
I contend that traditionally, the status of indi-
viduals and groups in Madagascar was defined 
by their birth rather than by their sex. Among 
all the ethnic groups of the different regions in 
the country, there used to be three castes – and 

though the caste system has long been officially 
abolished, it is still very much present in people’s 
everyday life. At the top were the nobility, below 
them were the common people, and at the bottom 
of the societies were the slaves.

Obviously a noble woman was socially consid-
ered above a common man or a man slave, and a 
common woman above a man slave. But was there 
equality between men and women within the same 
caste? To me, the answer is yes. One proof is that 
there were many women chieftains in the history 
of the different regions, though no percentage has 
ever been established.

Among all three castes, though for different 
reasons, the status of women was at least equal to 
that of men, mainly due to their essential function 
as mothers. People showed respect for all women 
who had proved capable of bearing children. 
Men were therefore eager to marry a pregnant 
woman, whether the child to be born was their 
own or another man’s biological child. This was 
presumably due to high child mortality – the birth 
of a baby, whatever the circumstances of his/her 
conception, was welcomed as a contribution to the 
perpetuation of the social group. The importance 
of children was such that men acquired a final 
identity only after the birth of their first child. At 
that point, men gave up their original name, and 
took on the name of ‘Father-of-’ – after the name 
of the child, whether a girl or a boy – a name that 
would be their official name for the rest of their 
lives. Women, as mothers, clearly played a central 
part in the process, and consequently received all 
the respect that was due to such vital agents in the 
life of the social group.

Another example of traditional equality 
between men and women is the existence of a 
traditional organization of women in Southeast 
Madagascar. In every village, the male part of 
society is known as analahy amin-dray (the broth-
ers and fathers), and the female part as anakavy 
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amin-dreny (the sisters and mothers). While the 
adult men held meetings in which decisions were 
taken concerning the community, adult women 
too could meet and discuss their own topics 
of interest, or the action proposed by the men. 
Though men and women never held common 
meetings, the chief of a village had to communicate 
the results of the men’s discussions to the chief of 
the women, who in her turn informed the ‘sisters 
and mothers’. The women could question the 
proposals made by the men, and make suggestions 
of their own through their chief woman. This 
was an ideally democratic organization, which 
helped correct the imbalance due to a traditional 
injustice – unlike in other regions of Madagascar, 
women in the Southeast could not inherit land 
from their fathers.

However, people were aware that this could 
cause women to be disadvantaged, not only eco-
nomically and socially but also within the married 
couple. So, besides taking decisions concerning 
the community, the organization of ‘sisters and 
mothers’ also interfered to defend the rights and 
dignity of individual women. For example, if a 
husband beat his wife, or a brother refused to 
give land to his divorced or widowed sister, such 
men could be fined, or even severely punished in 
various ways by the ‘sisters and mothers’. They 
put collective pressure on the chief of the village 
and the ‘brothers and fathers’ until the latter had 
forced the wrongdoer into paying the fine or 
repairing damage, as decided by the ‘sisters and 
mothers’. Such systems had clearly been designed 
to maintain justice and the balance of power 
between men and women.

Gender injustice in modern Madagascar
The first known unfair measure against women 
was taken by King Andrianampoinimerina in the 
late 18th century. Because he wanted to expand 
his territory and needed soldiers for that, and 
as he could not pay them any regular salary, he 
changed the traditional law concerning marriage 
– “because men risk their lives while serving the 
State, while women sit peacefully at home” (these 
were the words he used). From then on men were 
allowed to repudiate their wife, and to have several 

wives. On the contrary, women who were unfaith-
ful while their husband was away at war would 
be severely punished, whereas in traditional law, 
women were allowed to take temporary husband(s) 
if their official husband was away for a long time 
(this was probably because it was unacceptable 
that a woman should stop having children just 
because her husband was away).

It would take too long to explain here why, 
though the four sovereigns who reigned all through 
the 19th century were women, the officers in their 
administration were all men. One major reason 
was that, though the London Missionary Society 
was careful to educate girls as well as boys (only the 
missionaries provided modern, formal education 
in those days), from a certain level, only young 
men were trained to become province governors, 
secretaries, military leaders, doctors, pastors, etc. 
Curiously, none of the four queens had ever set 
foot outside the country, while many young men 
of the nobility were sent abroad to England to 
train… the better to serve the queen!

The defeat of the queen’s army and coloniza-
tion meant, among other things, that power was 
no longer dependent on birth. Colonial govern-
ment was at first a military government, but even 
after it was handed over to civilians, it remained 
all male. The idea of government in the early 20th 
century completely excluded women in Europe, 
let alone in the colonies that had been conquered 
by all-men armies. And it was only in the 1950s 
that French ‘women auxiliaries’ were admitted 
into the colonial administration; they were paid 
less than their male counterparts, while doing 
exactly the same work.

One major change introduced by the colonial 
administration is that the tax system now con-
cerned only the male citizens. Under pre-colonial 
monarchy, taxpayers were villages as a whole, not 
individuals. For example, a village had to give to 
the queen an amount of rice, which had been 
produced by both men and women, or measures 
of silk cloth, which had been woven by the women. 
Because they were equal as taxpayers, men and 
women were also equal in other areas of life. Pay-
ing taxes in the colonial system, while the women 
did not, gave justification to the men for claiming 

COMMENTARIES



News from the Nordic Africa Institute 2/20058

– or imposing – privileges for themselves over the 
women of their own family or social group.

This was continued into the First Republic 
after Independence (1960–1972): only men paid 
taxes (significantly, the main tax was named hetra 
isan-dahy, or ‘tax per man’), and no wonder – all 
the educated persons who were trained to take over 
from colonial administrators were men.

To this day, it is in the modern political 
sphere that women’s position is weakest – in the 
present government only the Minister of Justice 
is a woman, and the percentage of women in 
Parliament has been under 10 percent since In-
dependence.

Meanwhile in the social sphere, women 
have lost much of their status. Childbearing is 
no longer valued as it used to be, among other 
reasons because in a much more materialistic 
world, children are considered as burdens rather 
than as blessings. There are now many women 
heads of household (about 20 percent at national 
level) and single mothers, whereas in the past 
men would have been eager to marry unmarried 
or widowed mothers.

As far as the ethnic groups in the Southeast are 
concerned, the organizations of ‘sisters and moth-

ers’ still exist, but are now powerless. Husbands 
are no longer ashamed to beat their wives and 
repudiate them, brothers to refuse to give any plot 
of land to their divorced sisters, and the solidarity 
between them and the ‘sisters and mothers’ no 
longer seems to work. One reason already reported 
at the end of the colonial period, in the 1950s, was 
that modern education was perceived as ‘libera-
tion’ from the constraints of traditional rules, and 
as more and more people became educated, the 
majority eventually became individualistic.

One major problem for women nowadays is 
that their rights are no longer protected by tradi-
tional rules, while on the other hand the majority 
of Malagasy women are not educated enough to 
have recourse to modern courts of justice to redress 
the wrongs done to them.

Modern formal education has done much to 
destroy the traditional balance between men and 
women. The main challenge now is for non-formal 
education to bridge the gaps, particularly in the 
form of legal literacy. Institutions, governmental 
and non-governmental, must find ways of help-
ing ordinary women dare to claim their rights, 
even when the perpetrators are their closest male 
kin. ■
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The Nordic Africa Institute (NAI): What is your 
academic background and your major areas of 
research?
Tore Linné Eriksen (TLS): My first major work 
in the early 1970s was concerned with economic 
history and economic planning in Tanzania, and 
reflects, of course, the optimistic mood in the age 
of decolonisation and socialist transformation. 
Like many of my friends in the academic com-
munity, I had then already been involved in the 
anti-apartheid movement for quite some time. In 
fact, I was only 16 when I took part in a torch rally 
to honour Albert Luthuli when he was awarded 
the Nobel peace prize in December 1961. To show 
my credentials, I can also tell you that my first visit 
to the Nordic Africa Institute was in August 1967. 
Since then not many years have passed without 
pilgrimages to Uppsala.

When I was based in Zambia in 1975–76, 
I was influenced by the struggle for something 
called ‘the new international economic order’, and 
– partly funded by SIDA – I did research on copper 
producing countries and the prospects for forming 
producer cartels to counter the power of the domi-
nant transnational corporations. When I moved to 
Uppsala to take up a post as research fellow at the 
Nordic Africa Institute in 1977, one of my most 
important tasks, which I willingly performed, 
was to establish links between the Institute, the 
liberation movements in Southern Africa and the 
solidarity organisations in the Nordic countries. 
This experience led to a keen interest in Namibian 
studies. From the early 1980s to 1985 I worked 
closely with the United Nations Institute for 

A portrait of Tore Linné Eriksen

Tore Linné Eriksen is associate professor at Oslo University College and teaches development studies. 
His research interests over the years reflect both an interdisciplinary approach and a strong wish to 
address topical issues of political relevance. Although he is trained as an historian, with special emphasis 
on African history, he has over the years written extensively on subjects which conventionally belong 
to the realms of sociology, political science and economics.

Namibia (Lusaka), 
which assigned to me 
the daunting task of 
preparing a compre-
hensive, critical and 
annotated biblio-
graphy, The Political 
Economy of Namibia. 
As an obsessive hunt-
er and gatherer, I also 
collected as many 
books, papers, theses 

and documents as possible from all over the world, 
and this collection was presented to the Namibia 
National Archives at independence in 1990. This 
gave me a most welcome feeling of being useful 
in a practical sense and of contributing, although 
modestly, to the scholarly community in an African 
country. I also remember my deeply felt pride when 
a reviewer in an academic journal described the 
bibliography, which was published by the Nordic 
Africa Institute in an up-dated edition in 1989, as 
a work of power, passion and purpose.

During my long spell at the Norwegian Insti-
tute of International Affairs (NUPI), which lasted 
until 1997, I mainly focused on what is often re-
ferred to as ‘the African crisis’, which led to several 
books and research reports. In this regard, I was 
especially interested in the contributions made to 
this debate by African scholars and social activists, 
and I tried to work within an analytical framework 
which questioned the hegemonic World Bank 
discourse. My research also convinced me that the 
popular notion of Africa being ‘outside’ the global 
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economy is empirically mistaken and ideologically 
confused. It is of course not necessary to be an 
economic historian to understand how Africa has 
been integrated into the global capitalist system 
over the centuries, and how it has been forced by 
the major powers and institutions to privatise, 
liberalise and deregulate in recent years, but it 
certainly helps.

In the mid-1990s, I also became involved in the 
wide-ranging research and documentation project 
called ‘Nordic countries and national liberation 
in Southern Africa’, which was initiated by the 
Nordic Africa Institute. The Norwegian volume, 
which appeared in 2000, was not only concerned 
with official policies, aid and UN diplomacy, but 
contained chapters on the role of the trade unions, 
churches and solidarity movements. The book is 
not at all a Festschrift to Norwegian politicians 
and diplomats. Having in mind widespread com-
mercial collaboration with the apartheid regime 
and restrictions placed on Norwegian solidarity 
by cold war warriors in the major parties, Norway 
may more aptly be described as an ambiguous 
champion. I also think that our book shows how 
historical research can serve as an antidote to the 
self-congratulatory image that the power elite 
like to exhibit. 

NAI: What are your present activities and future 
plans?

TLS: Since 1997 I have been associate professor 
at Oslo University College, where I am teaching 
development studies. Since the number of staff 
is rather limited and the issues to be addressed 
unlimited, I am not in a position to restrict myself 
to teaching history or African studies. This situa-
tion is not without its blessings, it has compelled 
– or tempted – me to teach a great variety of 
subjects, such as social movements and popular 
struggles, theories and ideologies of globalisation 
and the structures and contradictions of the world 
economy. I have recently introduced my students 
to a subject called nothing less than “global his-
tory”, with special emphasis on connections, 
comparisons and conjunctures. An important 
purpose of this subject is to question the Eurocen-
tric approach to history and to explore the main 

reasons for the present gap between countries and 
classes on a world scale.

In terms of writing, I have just completed a 
book-length study on the first genocide of the 
20th century, a subject which has renewed my 
interest in Namibian history. Our understanding 
of German colonialism, genocidal war and the 
history of the concentration camps in Namibia 
in the period 1903–1908 has improved immensely 
since I was last concerned with Namibian history 
in the 1980s, and the quality of German-language 
books and research reports on the contentious is-
sues of genocide and links between the Namibian 
experience and the holocaust is most impressive. 
I have also been struggling for several years to 
complete a textbook on the historical origins of 
globalisation and global capitalism and hopefully 
the manuscript will be submitted to the publisher 
in the autumn term.

The next project is one which I have had in 
mind for the last 30 years or so: an introduction 
to African history for a general audience in the 
Nordic countries. I feel a bit like the Russian cellist 
Mstislav Rostropovich, who once said that he had 
played one of the six Bach suites every day of his 
entire life, but did not feel confident or mature 
enough to record this classical work until he had 
turned 60. This delay has of course its bright side, 
since a general history at this stage can benefit from 
the vast improvements in African historiography 
over recent decades, not the least in archaeology, 
gender history, social history, environmental his-
tory and the history of culture and ideas. I also 
hope that my background in comparative history 
and development studies will make it possible to 
examine Africa in the wider context of world his-
tory, and to explore ways in which Africans and 
African history may be integrated into the grand 
narratives of global history. If I ever doubted the 
need for an undertaking of this kind, my mind 
was finally made up last year, when I was invited 
to give a lecture on recent trends in African histo-
riography at the Göteborg book fair. On my way 
to the lecture hall I happened to pass by some 
stalls displaying Swedish high school textbooks, 
and even a cursory glance convinced me that the 
sections on African history could have been written 
in the 1950s. Perhaps they were.
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NAI: Do you consider yourself as a reseacher, educator 
or social activist?

TLS: In my view, academics who are being paid 
by the taxpayers to read and think, have a special 
responsibility to address broader issues and make 
their work relevant to a wider audience in their 
own country. Since I can hardly be described as 
an original thinker, and with a few exceptions 
have avoided spending years in dusty historical 
archives, I have deliberately chosen to put my 
efforts into writing textbooks, pamphlets, review 
essays and books for younger readers. For instance, 
I spent quite some time in the 1990s on writing 
a multi-volume high school textbook on world 
history, which also includes Norwegian history. 
Two years ago I received a prestigious award from 
the Ministry of Culture, which more importantly 
included the decision to provide more than 2,000 
school libraries with my book on Nelson Mandela 
and the liberation struggle in South Africa.

I have for the same reasons prepared a great 
number of bibliographies on Africa and third 
world issues, many of them have over the years 
been commissioned by the Nordic Africa Institute. 
I happen to believe that libraries, scholars and 
teachers in the Nordic countries will benefit more 
from annotated bibliographies than from one or 
two more books penned by myself. To give an 
example: there is no lack of books by prominent 
historians, many of them with African origins, 
but the problem, as I see it, is that their work is 
barely known in the Nordic countries. How many 
scholars or teachers in our part of the world are 
for instance familiar with the recent five-volume 
textbook written by a team of African historians 
under the guidance of Toyin Falola? In fact, it took 
quite some time even for the excellent library at the 
Nordic Africa Institute to pick it up. This is why 
bibliographical guides, such as Att studera Afrika 
(Nordiska Afrikainstutet, 2004), are so important. 
My own contribution to this survey of books and 
source materials has been to compile and annotate 
lists of recent books in the field of African history 
and social science studies.

I find writing to be a very lonely and cumber-
some process, but I enjoy teaching and engaging 
in dialogues with students. My role as a social 

activist also means that I am constantly involved 
in debates and issues which are relevant for un-
derstanding and changing the global society we 
live in. Development studies and African history 
without values are of no value. The ivory tower 
has never been my favourite habitat.

NAI: What is your view on relevance to policy-mak-
ing?
TLS: To be honest, I think my direct influence 
on policy-making has been almost non-existent. 
To give a concrete example, I doubt that any 
senior official in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
has even opened a book or a research report on 
structural adjustment, the World Bank and the 
African economic crisis written from a critical 
perspective. My only comfort, of course, has been 
that after some years they have had to admit that 
the World Bank has been too dogmatic in its 
neo-liberal orthodoxy, paid too little attention to 
poverty alleviation and has seriously undermined 
the capacity of the state.

In the late 1980s I was commissioned by the 
World Bank itself to contribute a paper to its 
1989 report on the African crisis. The idea was to 
include in the report a case study on the ‘Nordic 
model’ of development in the second half of the 
19th century, but my emphasis on state capacity 
and popular struggles ran counter to the report’s 
ideological message. I got my payment, but the 
paper is not even mentioned in the list of com-
missioned papers.

I would also be surprised if The Norwegian 
Shipowners’s Association spent much time on 
studying my analysis of the role played by Nor-
wegian oil tankers in supplying the South African 
war machine in the dying days of apartheid, or if 
STATOIL was much concerned about my writings 
on popular struggles in the oil delta of Nigeria. 
There have, therefore, been few profitable ventures 
into consultancy work.

To end on a more optimistic note, I will not 
leave out the possibility that my work has had some 
indirect effects, in the sense that it has influenced 
public opinion, the mass media and movements 
campaigning for a more decent Norwegian role 
in global affairs. If this is the case I have, after all, 
not lived in vain. ■
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“Without archives, we would all be orphans of 
the past, deprived of personality and knowledge 
and condemned to repeat ourselves.” (Jean Pierre 
Wallot, former President of the International 
Council on Archives, as quoted by Narissa Ram-
dhani in her opening speech at a workshop on 
archives held at the Nordic Africa Institute in 
September 2004.)

The Nordic Africa Institute has for more 
than a decade been involved in documenting 
the relations between the Nordic countries and 
the Southern African liberation movements. In 
August 1994, soon after the first democratic elec-
tions in South Africa, the Nordic Africa Institute 
launched a research and documentation project 
on National Liberation in Southern Africa: The 
Role of the Nordic Countries, co-ordinated by Tor 
Sellström. The project’s main objectives were to 
document the involvement of the Nordic coun-
tries in the liberation struggles during the period 

Safeguarding the primary source

1950–1994 and to analyse the social, political and 
economic factors behind this involvement. The 
project was financed by the governments of Den-
mark, Finland, Norway and Sweden and resulted 
in a series of six volumes (National Liberation in 
Southern Africa: The Role of the Nordic Countries, 
a series of six volumes by Christopher Munthe 
Morgenstierne [Denmark], Iina Soiri and Pekka 
Peltola [Finland], Tore Linné Eriksen [Norway] 
and Tor Sellström [Sweden], three volumes).

When the research activities were coming to 
an end, the Nordic Africa Institute was left with 
a unique collection of primary source material. 
The question then was: how could this material 
become available for further research?

The request for repatriation of historical 
material
At an international conference held on Robben 
Island in February 1999, arranged by the Robben 
Island Museum, the Mayibuye Centre and the 
Nordic Africa Institute, the participants agreed 
that there should be technical and financial 
assistance to the Southern African countries to 
collect and process written and oral material. 
Several African leaders and organizations have 
also strongly encouraged the restitution and 
return of cultural property to its original own-
ers, something that could be applied in the area 
of archives as well as to museums. The requests 
came at a time when it was urgent to produce 
a modern history that could become accessible 
to younger generations. The National History 

By: Marianne 
Lidskog
Co-ordinator of 
the ‘Liberation 
Africa project’ at 
the Nordic Africa 
Institute

In this issue of News from the Nordic Africa Institute we are presenting some of the efforts being made in 
South Africa and Namibia regarding archives and the writing of history. We hope that the articles will be 
of inspiration and guidance to those working with documentation. However far-fetched documentation 
activities may sound, they are essential for keeping our past alive and our present together.

THEME: HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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Commission in South Africa had as one of its 
objectives that South Africa does not end up a 
country freed not only from apartheid, but also 
freed from history. 

The archive project at NAI
Bearing in mind the requests for help in this 
area, the Swedish Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
approached the Nordic Africa Institute and en-
couraged the creation of an archive project that 
could document the material that was available 
in the Nordic countries.

The anti-apartheid movement was arguably 
a very significant social movement in the Nordic 
countries during the late 20th century. A large 
number of organizations participated in the 
activities, such as government bodies, churches, 
youth organizations, political parties and labour 
movements. When a vast bilateral cooperation 
emerged, many well documented conferences 
and meetings took place in the Nordic countries 
during this period of time. 

The first task at the Nordic Africa Institute 
was to identify which archives and types of ar-
tefacts could be of interest to institutions in, for 
example, South Africa and Namibia. It turned 
out that there was a greater interest in posters, 
films, pictures etc, as most of the documents were 
written in the Nordic languages. The next step 
was to contact the best known Nordic organiza-
tions and archives and reach an agreement with 
them on how to order and catalogue the mate-
rial, make indexes in English of the collections 
and write presentations of the organizations’ 
historical involvement with Southern Africa. 
Many ‘activists’ have not always had a great inter-
est in archives and much of the work at the time 
was done in fairly unorganised ways in public 
basements or homes. In some cases the archives 
had not only to be put in order, they had to be 
found as well.

The result of the work is now available in the 
database, www.liberationafrica.se. (Nina Frödin 
and Marianne Lidskog at the Nordic Africa In-
stitute have co-ordinated the project activities, 
Gerolf Nauwerck and Alexandra Swenning have 

done the work with the database.) Besides the 
catalogues of the collections one can also find 
detailed information on the location of the ar-
chives and how to contact them. Personal stories 
from Nordic volunteers in the refugee camps have 
also been included. Interviews, music recordings, 
posters, films and pictures have been digitised 
and will, in due course, be made available in the 
database. A large part of the Swedish collection of 
documents from the research and documentation 
project on National Liberation in Southern Africa: 
The Role of the Nordic Countries has been scanned, 
but cannot yet be viewed on the site.

Regional support 
There is an active search for history and its role 
in forming and reforming national consciousness 
in many African countries today. The Institute 
is, through the archive project, co-operating 
with some of the African projects in this area. 
Examples of such initiatives are the archives of 
Lucio Lara in Angola and the archives of the 
different SWAPO-offices around the world, which 
have been returned to Namibia. The Institute has 
also been engaged in inviting relevant institu-
tions in Southern Africa to visit archives in the 
Nordic countries. Interviews, exhibitions and 
posters have been digitised by the Institute and 
donated to institutions in South Africa, Namibia 
and Cape Verde.

Why put an effort into documentation?
The writing of history can become an important 
link between people and enrich our present lives. 
A South African Ambassador recently said that 
she was only 15 when the uprising of the school 
children in Soweto took place in June 1976. At 
that time, she could not imagine that there was 
someone far away who supported the children’s 
cause in her country.

History is said to be the discipline that records 
and interprets past events involving human 
beings and takes ‘the long view’ of things. It is 
therefore desirable that it is based upon docu-
mentation that confirms the truthfulness of what 
is written. Safeguarding primary source material 
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therefore becomes an important cornerstone for 
our future interpretations of the past.

It seems however inevitable that the writing 
of history does not involve personal aspects. A 
Norwegian professor of history, Randi Rønning 
Balsvik, concludes that “the writing of history 
is usually a conscious and unconscious dialogue 
with the present time... A superior outlook on 
what is true and of great value often governs what 
is written. It often deals with what kind of self-

image the people involved wish to be lasting… A 
human being often attempts to portray the past 
so that he or she is able to cope with it, so that it 
gives honour and meaning for an individual and a 
community today”. (Quote from Randi Rønning 
Balsvik [ed.] Africa in a perspective of historiogra-
phy [Afrika i eit historiografisk perspektiv],Volum: 
Utsyn & innsikt. Oslo: Samlaget, 2004. Unofficial 
translation by M. Lidskog) ■

HISTORY IN THE MAKING

www.liberationafrica.se
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The National Archives of Namibia

Based on an 
interview with

Ellen Ndeshi 
Namhila
Director of the 
Namibia Library 
and Archives 
Service, Ministry 
of  Education, 
Windhoek, 
Namibia

The history of the National Archives of Na-
mibia as a formal institution is rather recent, 
but archives do not start with an institution. 
In every Namibian culture people found ways 
of preserving memories of their societies and 
passing them on to future generations, although 
there were no archives or museum institutions, 
as we know them today. Memories of important 
events and rituals were preserved in the brains 
of humans who were from time to time called 
upon to relate them to the public or asked to give 
advice before an important decision was made. 
These people are called, for example, khaob (in 
Khoekhoegowab) or ovapunguli (in Oshiwambo), 
keepers of knowledge. When the writing culture 
arrived in Namibia, it was fully embraced and 
some of the societies began to document their 
current affairs on paper. One such document, 
the earliest that has been preserved, is the 1858 
Treaty of Hoachanas between local leaders who 
came together to deliberate, formulate and sign 
a treaty for political and social co-operation be-
tween their communities. National leaders, like 
Maharero Tjamuaha, made a conscious effort 
to keep archives of official documents, covering 
the years 1871–1887, while Hendrik Witbooi 
maintained books of letters between 1882 and 
1904. Their surviving papers are now being kept 
at the National Archives of Namibia.

The German Empire, which had taken pos-
session of Namibia – South West Africa as it was 
called – in 1884, set up proper registries in every 
district and filed their administrative documents 
with ‘German thoroughness’. When Germany 
lost the colony after the First World War, these 
documents were taken over by the incoming 
South African colonial administration.

The South African government set up military 
magistrates in all the districts and later on during 
1915–1920 the magistrates started to transfer some 
of the German files to the Administrator for South 
West Africa. Although there are substantial gaps 
in the district and military records, the bulk of 
the central civil administrative records survived 
unscathed.

The Namibian records are complicated by 
the fact that the country was administered by 
remote control from the colonial metropolis. 
The political and policy decisions were taken in 
Berlin and Pretoria and instructions sent to the 
colony for implementation. The surviving docu-
ments form the record of the German and South 
African dealings with the Namibian people are 
considered their rightful property. But they also 
constitute a part of the Namibian history and have 
to be repatriated. The colonial records in Namibia 
cannot be fully understood without access to the 
documentation of the policy decision-making 
process in Germany and South Africa.

Key documents of the last decade of South 
African rule were removed from Namibia to South 
Africa on the eve of Namibian independence, in 
particular the files of the South African Admin-
istrator-General. As for the military records and 
the secret police files, we still do not know how 
much was destroyed in Namibia or transferred to 
South Africa. This transfer was illegal according to 
international rules of state succession, but during 
the transition period the incoming Namibian 
government and the National Archives were just 
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faced with already accomplished facts. The report 
of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
of South Africa reveals that, during the period 
1990–1994, huge numbers of public records were 
destroyed in an attempt to keep the apartheid 
state’s darkest secrets hidden.

In some sudden revolutions, the secret po-
lice of the old regime often do not have time to 
destroy their records. However, the apartheid 
state machinery was left with plenty of time 
and opportunity to cover its tracks during the 
one-year-long UN-supervised Namibian transi-
tion process, and the five years between Nelson 
Mandela’s release from prison and the first free 
elections in South Africa.

Since independence, the National Archives 
of Namibia have seen much development. An 
Archives Act was passed in 1992, although we 
already see its limitations, especially in terms 
of electronic records management. Under the 
dynamic leadership of Chief Archivist Brigitte 
Lau, an oral history programme was initiated, and 
a spacious new archives building was designed, 
which however could only be commissioned after 
her tragic death in an accident in 1996. Attempts 
to have the abducted records returned from South 
Africa started to bear fruit in the new millennium, 
and a microfilm copy of the German central co-
lonial files was also obtained from Berlin.

The challenges of documenting
The history of Namibia is thus far rather unusual, 
as it has – perhaps more than any other country, 
except for possibly Palestine – been shaped from 
outside. Not only by the two colonial powers, 
Germany and South Africa, but also by interna-
tional forces which were surveilling, influencing, 
and counteracting the colonial power. This started 
with the League of Nations, whose records lie in 
Geneva, continued over time with the growing 
involvement of the United Nations, documented 
in the UN Archives in New York, and widened 
after the mid-1960s into a world-wide solidarity 
support movement, of both state and non-gov-
ernmental players.

A considerable proportion of Namibia’s popu-
lation went into exile where most of them lived 

not as mere refugees but were actively involved 
in the liberation struggle, and left a world-wide 
documentary trail ranging from Australia to 
Canada, from Cuba to China, from Algeria to 
Zimbabwe. Millions of records of great relevance 
to Namibian history have been created abroad, 
and are now found scattered all over the world.

The repatriation of material from non-gov-
ernmental support organizations has in some 
instances been very successful. For example, the 
entire records of the New York-based ‘Episcopal 
Church People for Southern Africa’ and the  
London-based ‘Namibian Churches Com-
munications Trust’ have been transferred to 
Namibia.

Apart from these scattered international re-
sources, which we hope will not be discarded, we 
are struggling to preserve what we have at home. 
But it is vanishing every day with the death of our 
old people – or even, in these times of HIV/AIDS, 
our not-so-old people. Their memories, their rich 
history, face the danger of getting lost, because 
many significant and important historical events 
are neither in the written record, nor are they 
otherwise preserved.

The recording of oral traditions is not at all a 
new thing in Namibia. As early as in the 1920s, 
the Nama church leader Petrus Jod wrote down 
the oral history of the Witbooi Namas in his 
local church chronicle at Gibeon. But it is only 
now that such initiatives are occurring on a larger 
scale, in particular within the framework of the 
Archives of Anti-Colonial Resistance and Libera-
tion Struggle (AACRLS) Project.

This project was initiated when the President 
of Namibia, on his state visit to Germany in 1996, 
expressed the wish to have the repatriation of 
historical materials to Namibia supported. This 
slowly shaped into the AACRLS concept through 
a series of consultations and workshops, and has 
now been running successfully for four years.

The National Archives has earlier suffered 
great setbacks because of lack of staff.  We are 
now in a better position and will have to focus on 
the real issues: collecting, preserving, and making 
archives available and accessible to the public. The 
National Archives is hardly known.
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I would like to see a situation where every 
civil servant knows:
• I have to keep proper records, and in the end 
they have to go to the Archives.
Where every citizen knows:
• If I need information on the past, I can find it 
in the Archives.
• If I have information resources, which are, or 
will become, historically significant, the right 
place for them is at the Archives.

Making the Archives available
The public availability of documentation is the key 
to the whole process. Once the public recognizes 
that the Archives are a valuable and accessible 
resource, there will also be public support for 
financing it. There is an active interest in history 

in our country. We get requests from many small 
rural communities trying to research their past, 
and putting up local resources. If we succeed in 
serving them, and at the same time tap into their 
efforts, especially in the collection of oral sources, 
we will get a lot further towards our goals.

But we have to invest in preservation, in get-
ting records filmed, digitised, and in the hardware 
on which the public will finally be able to view 
them on a monitor in our reading room, or even 
on the worldwide web.

Despite all the shortcomings, the National 
Archives of Namibia are still rated one of the 
best service providers in Namibia and its staff are 
highly motivated and passionate about what they 
are doing. This is the source of our inspiration 
and strength. ■

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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Under the scheme of this grant programme some 30–40 scholars as-
sociated with Nordic universities, colleges and research institutions 
are sponsored annually for research trips to Africa. More information is 
available at www.nai.uu.se.
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By: Narissa 
Ramdhani
Director of the 
Campell Collec-
tions and ANC 
Documentation 
Centre, Durban, 
South Africa

South Africa celebrated her first decade of 
freedom in 2004. For the country’s citizens and 
politicians, it represented a collective effort at 
building a unified nation through the process 
of reconciliation and through mechanisms en-
shrined in our new constitution, which laid the 
basis for the transformation and nation building 
processes in the new democracy. Contributing to 
this nation building process are the many institu-
tions and organisations in South Africa charged 
with documenting our freedom struggle. These 
include heritage and tertiary institutions as well 
as political parties – all of whom have played a 
critical role in developing alternate research tools 
as a means of shaping the future course of South 
African history.

Perhaps the largest initiative in this area is that 
of the African National Congress. Having des-
ignated the University of Fort Hare as its official 
repository, the ANC has succeeded in repatriating 
its official records from 26 of its foreign offices 
that were in operation during the exile period 
and which acted as the official network through 
which ANC policy information and strategy were 
disseminated. Retrieval of material from these 
offices was a matter of priority before they shut 

South African initiatives

down in 1994. This process has been completed, 
with 60 percent of the collection which numbers 
about seven million documents, having under-
gone processing at the ANC headquarters before 
being transferred to Fort Hare.

As part of this retrieval programme, the ANC 
has also been successful in acquiring the private 
collections of many of its own members such 
as those of the late Oliver Tambo and Walter 
Sisulu as well as those of Nelson Mandela and 
Frene Ginwala. These personal papers will assist 
in developing the growth of a rich collection of 
manuscript materials at the University.

While these collections contain unique 
material such as Nelson Mandela’s committal 
certificate, there are many gaps and much miss-
ing material. Hence the ANC continues with its 
repatriation efforts to locate ANC documents held 
by foreign institutions and individuals. The ANC is 
currently liasing with the Nordic Africa Institute 
in Uppsala, the Nehru Museum in India and the 
Netherlands Institute for Southern Africa (NIZA) 
to locate such material.

Another large effort is that of the Freedom 
Park, which is one of the National Legacy projects. 
(Read more about Freedom Park in the article by 
Yonah Seleti.)

The Robben Island Museum is one of the 
better known institutions that began, well be-
fore the unbanning of the ANC, the process of 
documenting liberation as early as in the 1980s. 
It is home to the anti-apartheid collections such 
as that of the International Defence and Aid 
Fund, the Irish Anti-Apartheid Movement and 
the Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee and the 
personal collections of Ahmed Kathrada, Kader 
Asmal, Yusuf Dadoo and Brian Bunting.

The National Archives have become involved 
in the many legacy projects, one of which is an 

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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initiative to set up a Struggle Library at Lilliesleaf 
Farm, the location where the Rivonia trialists were 
captured. The Lilliesleaf Farm project, which 
falls under the management of the ANC, will be 
devoted to developing the farm into a multi-
media research centre and museum, which will 
hold special archival collections which tell the 
story of Lilliesleaf in relation to the liberation 
struggle. Further attempts are being initiated by 
the National Archives to co-ordinate efforts in the 
SADCC countries to identify archives on liberation 
in the region and to ensure their preservation in 
a professional manner.

Contributing to other national restitution 
efforts, the national archives of South Africa 
are negotiating with the Dutch Anti-Apartheid 
Movement for the return of anti-apartheid ma-
terial from the Netherlands. A more recent and 
exciting initiative is the attempt of the National 
Archives to register the Rivonia Trial Collection 
in the Memory of the World Project.

The Documentation Centre of the Univer-
sity of KwaZulu-Natal is an archive devoted 
to documenting the history of the province of 
KwaZulu-Natal. While many efforts to document 
liberation have been devoted to the national arena, 
very little attention has been paid to the role of 
specific regions in the liberation struggle. As this 
province has witnessed the most extreme instances 
of gross human rights violations, the Documenta-
tion Centre has considered this area to be one of 
considerable importance to its work. After all, 
almost 14,000 victims of such violations provided 
statements to the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission, which represented a greater number of 
statements than those furnished collectively from 
the entire country. While private collections have 
been donated by such victims to the centre, the 
latter has also embarked on a series of oral history 
projects to tap the memories of such individuals 
– thus building up a comprehensive database on 
the subject and contributing to that process of 
research generation and nation building.

A new and exciting initiative currently un-
derway in South Africa, is the attempt by the 

Nelson Mandela Foundation to set up the Nelson 
Mandela Centre for Memory and Commemora-
tion. This centre will act as a physical repository 
of records documenting the activities of Nelson 
Mandela, with particular focus on his post-presi-
dential years. The centre will identify all materials 
relating to the life and times of Mandela that 
are housed by other national and international 
institutions, and will provide a comprehensive 
web-enabled gateway to this material.

The ANC, the Nelson Mandela Centre and 
University of KwaZulu-Natal initiatives have built 
into their work, the need to generate research 
and other educational activities. Hence there 
is a close working relationship between these 
and the National Department of Education to 
create curriculum material for primary and high 
schools in South Africa using the archives and 
oral histories. At universities, we have worked 
with departments such as Humanities, to develop 
curricula around these archives and publications. 
Digital technology has been used to put our oral 
histories and transcriptions onto the web for web 
based education at schools and universities.

The methodological basis for the above initia-
tives has been provided by the desire to promote 
research and community empowerment, through 
the collection and preservation of material culture. 
But the debates that have arisen, have demon-
strated complexities which have included linking 
history with the cultural configuration of a nation, 
the use of repressed memory, the lack of skills, 
dealing with suspicions of academics and heritage 
professionals, and criticism of the fragility of using 
such material to promote history and community 
empowerment – all of which are considered vital 
ingredients of the nation building process.

But regardless of the many challenges and 
debates that have arisen, the successes achieved 
have been phenomenal. Through these efforts, 
which have promoted the history of liberation and 
told the story of human rights, these initiatives 
have succeeded in instilling pride in South Afri-
cans about their past – and developing national 
consciousness and moral regeneration. ■

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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The ANC’s Solomon Mahlangu Freedom College 
(SOMAFCO) Archival Collection based at the Uni-
versity of Fort Hare is a unique, rich and large set 
of documents and artefacts of an exile educational 
and community project during the South African 
Liberation Struggle. The SOMAFCO Collection 
covers 14 years of an educational experiment, 
established by the African National Congress 
(ANC) of South Africa. This article is based on a 
speech given at a Nordic Africa Institute workshop 
in September 2004.

What was SOMAFCO?
Between 1978 and 1992, the ANC established the 
Solomon Mahlangu Freedom College in Tanza-
nia, following the outflow of many young people 
from South Africa after the Soweto Uprising of 
1976. The institution bears the name of Solomon 
Mahlangu, a young ANC guerrilla who was ex-
ecuted by the South African regime in 1979.

The Government of Tanzania gave the ANC 
two large tracts of land at Mazimbu and Dakawa 
near Morogoro. Facilities were built for schooling 
at secondary, primary, nursery and adult educa-
tion levels, for health care, farming and horti-
culture, for small industries, furniture-making, 
clothing and leather-goods production, vehicle 

The SOMAFCO Collection

repairs, sports and administration. The two areas 
were electrified, provided with sewage facilities, 
roads and a piped water supply.

Between 1978 and 1992 several thousand 
young exiles studied, trained and worked at 
Mazimbu/Dakawa. After graduating, secondary 
students were sent around the world for further 
and tertiary education and some were given 
vocational training at Dakawa.

SOMAFCO was of enormous significance in the 
struggle against Apartheid. In the first instance, it 
was a site of struggle within the liberation move-
ment, involving contending educational phi-
losophies and ideologies. SOMAFCO also featured 
strongly in the international campaign against 
Apartheid, creating “an exceptionally w ide 
support base, which in turn promoted 
the image and assisted the funding of 
the movement (ANC) as a whole”. (S. 
Morrow, B. Maaba and L. Pulumani, 
Education in Exile: SOMAFCO, the 
ANC School in Tanzania, 1978 to 
1992. Cape Town: HSRC Press, 
2004.)

In July 1992, the then President of the ANC, 
Oliver R. Tambo, handed over SOMAFCO to the 
Government of Tanzania, which continues to 
utilise the facilities of Mazimbu and Dakawa for 
educational and training purposes.

The SOMAFCO Collection
In 1992, important documents and some artefacts 
from SOMAFCO were shipped to the University of 
Fort Hare in South Africa where the archives of 
the ANC are lodged. Apart from over 700 boxes 
of documents, the collection also has artefacts 
– paintings, ceramics, musical instruments, the 
school bell, teaching aids and items from the 
health and agricultural sectors at SOMAFCO.

By: Mohammed 
Tikly
Co-ordinator of 
the SOMAFCO 
Collection, 
Batlagae Trust, 
South Africa
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Traditionally, archives comprise documenta-
tion per se. The SOMAFCO Collection is unique 
in that it contains artefacts, which convey a story 
and give added life to SOMAFCO as an institution 
and community project. Artefacts are usually 
kept in a museum whereas at Fort Hare they are 
an integral part of the archives, thus making the 
collection a unique one.

The collection records the sacrifices and 
resilience of South African exiles but also those 
of many international activists and supporters. 
It also explores the many aspects of cooperation 
and links between the Nordic states and the ANC 
between 1978 and 1992.

The Nordic–South African dimension
The Nordic states, Tanzania and certain other 
countries in Africa, Europe, Asia and North 
America, played an important role in the physi-
cal development of the Mazimbu and Dakawa 
Settlements, as well as in the teaching and train-
ing corps at SOMAFCO. The teachers, technicians 
and other experts, known as volunteers, and the 
Anti-Apartheid support groups in their respective 
countries left a legacy of solidarity and co-opera-
tion that informs much of the bilateral relations 
that pertain today between South Africa and the 
countries concerned.

The SOMAFCO Archives, as part of the broader 
ANC Archives, complement Nordic archives of the 
liberation period and together they can be used 
to deepen the history of liberation.

What next?
SOMAFCO was a microcosm of the New South 
Africa. The same social and educational chal-
lenges we faced then are now the challenges in 
the country. Curriculum change and imple-
mentation, the quality and quantity of teachers, 
inclusive education and corporal punishment 
being some of them. Writing about SOMAFCO, 
Professor Kader Asmal, the former Minister of 
Education in South Africa states in the book, 
Education in Exile (Ibid): “Though the scale and 
context are different, we need to think carefully 
about how the lessons of this brave and exciting 
experiment could be utilised in the context of 
educational planning and change in contempo-
rary South Africa.”

There is scope for much more research by 
historians, political scientists and others to delve 
into various aspects of the SOMAFCO experience. 
Possible areas for research could be the experi-
ence of volunteers and the solidarity links that 
were forged during the liberation period and the 
formation of links today. ■
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Study Scholarships
Students at Nordic universities and colleges, authors of textbooks and journalists resident in the Nordic 
countries can apply for study grants, which enable them to spend one month in Uppsala using the 

Institute’s library resources.

Nordic Guest Researchers’ Scholarships
This programme is aimed at researchers with doctoral degrees or the equivalent who are attached to 
Nordic universities or research institutions. The programme offers those awarded the grants opportu-
nities to pursue their own research projects, which should be related to contemporary Africa.

Application deadline: 1 October. More information at www.nai.uu.se
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Yonah Seleti on Freedom Park

The Nordic Africa Institute (NAI): What is the new 
historical project called ‘Freedom Park’?
Yonah Seleti (YS), Heritage Manager, Freedom 
Park in Pretoria, South Africa: The background 
is that the public began to write to the President 
saying: What is there for us to keep as a memo-
rial for the atonement of freedom? After the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission people 
realized that the work on national reconciliation 
was incomplete. There was a decision to set up 
Freedom Park to carry on the work of national 
reconciliation and nation building and also to 
create a national monument. One function of the 
Freedom Park is the interpretation of history. We 
are going to build a large museum in Pretoria that 
will be completed in 2007–2008. A Pan African 
Archive and a Library will also be attached to 
the museum. It will be placed on one of the hills 
(Salvokop) next to the old Afrikaner Museum 
called ‘The Voortrekker Monument’, and there 
will be a road connecting the two.

NAI: What will be exhibited in the Freedom 
Park?
YS: It will be one of the few museums in Africa 
that will stretch over a long period, 3.6 billion 
years, from the cradle, depicting the beginning 
of life, and move through dark pre-colonial is-
sues such as slavery, genocides, wars of resistance, 
the Anglo–Boer wars, world wars and liberation 
struggles. The theme that binds it all together 
is that human kind has always been struggling 
to improve and make life better. We don’t want 
to compete with other institutions in terms of 
material, because as a national institution we 
must provide an opportunity for other institu-
tions to grow. The challenge is the Pan African 
Archives, because they are supposed to include the 
struggles for liberation but also the Pan African 
activities from an early period – in the diaspora, 

in America – into the present. We are trying to 
create partnerships with institutions overseas in 
order to achieve this.

The privately owned ‘Apartheid Museum’ 
in Johannesburg is, for example, a significant 
intervention in terms of the history of apartheid. 
But it has mainly pictures and material remains, 
and the narration tends to be from the top down 
as they have not included the people’s voices. In 
Freedom Park we would like the narrative to 
be the focus, not the pictures. We will bring in 
veterans from the struggle as tour guides and they 
will tell the stories. The older ones will eventually 
take in younger ones to be mentored, so that the 
knowledge can be transferred. We have quite a 
challenge as we don’t want Freedom Park to be a 
conventional museum, we want to find ways in 
which we can make it different.

NAI: How can you convey the different versions of 
history?
YS: By having temporary exhibitions. We will 
provide opportunities for other museums to 
come and participate because all of them have 
different strengths. On the different versions of 
history – that is why we will use the storytellers, 
because they will never have the same perspec-
tive. At the Freedom Park we don’t want to have 
a master narrative that dictates, we want it to be 
a living text, which people can add on to. We also 
intend to have a website, where people can keep 
adding on to history. If they have a story to tell 
they can write that and our editors can check it. 
But we also want to have district coordinators, 
who can begin to collect histories from people. 
They will tell us what they think of the history 
in their district, without our interpretation. In 
that way many will be controlling the body of 
knowledge.

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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NAI: What about the Voortrekker Monument – will 
it always be a private foundation?
YS: That is a big challenge. Before I became in-
volved in the Freedom Park, my line manager, Dr. 
Wally Serote and others met with representatives 
of the Voortrekker Monument and organized a 
seminar on the concept of national reconciliation. 
We don’t want to continue to see the Afrikaners 
doing their own thing; we would like to see how 
you could alter the interpretation done in the 
Vortreeker Museum. Of course, the exhibits are 
already there, but the story they tell must change. 
So we are trying to see if we can start a process of 
discussion and engagement.

On the hill where Freedom Park is situated, 
there is a place that is used as a shrine. When, for 
example, people go to Lesotho, Swaziland or Mo-
zambique to do a healing and cleansing ceremony 
for the patriots that died in those countries, there 
is a belief within African traditions that those souls 
and spirits must be brought back home. That way 
you establish a balance within the spiritual world. 
During the cleansing and healing ceremony some 
soil from the graves of the patriots, a stone or 
boulder and a branch from a special tree, believed 
to have qualities of transporting the spirits of the 
dead, are used to bring the spirits to the Freedom 
Park Isivivane.

After visitors to the Freedom Park have been to 
the Isivivane and are moving towards the Sikhum-
buto, the memorial, they will see the Voortrekker 
Monument at a distance, and it is huge, you can-
not ignore it. So in our narrative we will begin to 
tell them the story of the Voortrekker Monument 
as representing the past. When you come to the 
top of the hill where the Sikhumbuto, the memo-
rial, will be constructed, you will be able to look 
down over the city, the tall buildings etc. At this 
stage the Voortrekker Monument is behind you. 
The narrator will then say that the Voortrekker 
Monument represents the past that divided us, 
and now as we face the future (represented by 
the city and the Union Building before us) the 
nation needs to find a way in which we can all 
live together, and ensure that all the people of the 
country will have a place in the sun.

The narrative takes us through this story 
but leaves us with hope and a future with great 
potential. But it is a challenge to bring in all the 
different racial groupings, the Indian, Coloured 
and White communities are all fragmented. 

HISTORY IN THE MAKING

There is a big Portuguese community here, as 
well as Afrikaner and English ones. And the most 
marginalized are the Khoe and San peoples and 
we need to make a special effort to bring them 
into the process.

NAI: What evoked your personal interest in his-
tory?
YS: The sudden independence of Angola and 
Mozambique created the opportunity to direct my 
interest in history. I am originally from Zambia, 
and the focus on those two countries made me 
be interested in what was happening. My father 
was also one of the founding members of UNIP 
and through him I became interested in politics. 
I always felt that I was not at the University to 
teach the content of history – I was there to 
change the orientations of the students, and I 
found that history was the best instrument that 
I could use to make them conscious of their roles 
and responsibilities in society. And it appears that 
I will continue with my project now at Freedom 
Park. It is highly fulfilling for me because it is 
a continuation of my passion – I will be using 
history as an instrument for changing people’s 
minds and attitudes about nation building and 
reconciliation. ■

Prof. Yonah N. Seleti 
is Heritage Manager 
at Freedom Park in 
Pretoria, South Africa.
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A new history curriculum

By: Felicia-Inez 
Padayachy
Department of 
Education, Pretoria, 
South Africa

Under Apartheid history was taught in South 
African schools from a white supremacist perspec-
tive, overtly racist and exclusivist and embedded 
in Afrikaner Nationalism.

The new government was concerned about 
the biased content of history syllabi, the quality 
of history teaching, the unsatisfactory learning 
and teaching materials and the diminishing im-
portance of history in the National Curriculum 
introduced after 1994. To tackle this, South Afri-
ca’s former Minister of Education, Professor Kader 
Asmal, set up the South African History Project 
which had the following goals and objectives:

• To create forums to initiate discussions on the 
nature of history teaching in schools and de-
vise strategies on how it can be improved and 
strengthened;

• To undertake studies and initiate activities that 
will strengthen history teaching in the context 
of the development of a National Curriculum 
Statement;

• To establish initiatives that will bring history 
researchers and scholars together to review, 
revise and (re-)write history textbooks; and

• To initiate activities that will resurrect interest 
in the study of history by young people.

In 2001, the South African History Project 
Ministerial Committee produced a Report on 

History and Archaeology, which stresses the need 
for a strong, dedicated study of the past as an 
educational imperative in a country like South 
Africa, which is itself consciously remaking its 
current history, enabling us “to listen to formerly 
subjugated voices and to redress the invisibility 
of the formerly marginalized”.

Furthermore, the Report stresses that the 
importance of oral history is not simply to fill 
gaps in history but to enable “a total reassess-
ment of history, given that our written archive is 
colonially- and white-dominated”. According to 
the Report, not only does oral history help us to 
recapture the past, in the South African context it 
also promotes the study of indigenous languages, 
which is essential for the re-writing of a more 
inclusive South African history.

The National Curriculum Statement replaces 
the old Apartheid-era curricula and gives expres-
sion to the values and principles of democracy, 
human rights, social justice, equity, non-racism, 
non-sexism and Ubuntu (African humanism, 
epitomised in this Xhosa concept suggesting 
compassion, love, humanity etc) that underpin 
our Constitution. The implementation of the new 
National Curriculum is a challenge to all those 
involved in education. Teachers in particular have 
demonstrated over the past few years the role they 
can play in transforming teaching and learning in 
the area of history and other disciplines. Students 
are learning about South Africa’s rich history not 
from a narrow perspective, as in the past, but 
in the context of a collective vision for a New 
South Africa.

The archives of the liberation phase that are 
available in South Africa and in other parts of 
the world, such as the Nordic liberation archives, 
are vital for re-writing the history of South Af-
rica. These archival collections comprise many 
oral records, which are proving invaluable to 
historians.

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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In addition, many archival collections also 
contain audio-visual records, thus further enrich-
ing the recording of the past. Acknowledgement 
must be given to the various Anti-Apartheid 
groups in many countries for safeguarding the 
liberation archives of that period, thus facilitat-
ing the re-writing of South African history in an 
inclusive way. ■
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The 21st Century has brought about immense or-
ganizational changes in the world of documentation. 
Information Communication Technologies have led 
to the creation of vast amounts of documents and the 
privatisation of public records. It poses new challenges in 
relation to information storage, retrieval and re-use. The 
costs of maintaining electronic records and migrating 
them to new technologies often demand both human 
and financial resources that are beyond the reach of 
many archival institutions.

Developments related to the ICT revolution have 
necessitated a revision of skills for the archivists/records 
managers. A school of thought advocates that a multi-
disciplinary approach must be adopted if archivists are 
to cope with the challenges of preserving electronic 
records. Access to public records is a right for citizens 
in a democratic society in the spirit of Article 19 of the 
Universal Human Rights Declaration. Governments 
have an obligation to guarantee the authenticity, integ-
rity and preservation of information. Archives therefore 
play a major role as a backbone of effective democratic 
rule. It is through sufficient information that citizens 
are able to participate actively in public debates and 
decision-making and can exercise control over those 
they vote into power. The ease with which information 
is trashed and deleted in today’s societies can challenge 

Archival challenges

democratic values. It is also a well-known fact that en-
lightenment of a society through access to information 
is a vital key to development and human rights.

Many developing countries are working hard to 
integrate themselves into the information society. A 
disturbing question is how fragile democracies are 
coping with the challenges posed by today’s informa-
tion society. Paper records are deteriorating in different 
archival institutions and the responsible organizations 
cannot afford to hire enough staff to carry out invento-
ries. Developments in the communications field show 
how the knowledge gap between the information-rich 
and the information-poor countries has deepened over 
time. It seems that only people with a first-rate education 
and informational abilities can survive in this globalising 
and highly competitive world.

The establishment of Archival and Information 
Science Programs in Universities and the strengthen-
ing of the profession would ease the challenges. It is 
also important to emphasize the indispensable role 
played by archivists in government institutions. The 
aim of the archival mission is to preserve information 
for future research and juridical matters, serve as a 
corporate memory and a cultural heritage at a time 
when electronic and cultural imperialism are taking 
over indigenous cultures.

By: Proscovia Svärd, archivist at the Nordic Africa Institute
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The Nordic Africa Institute (NAI): Please tell 
us about the new history project, ‘The Road to 
Democracy in South Africa’ (South African De-
mocracy Education Trust, SADET: The Road to 
Democracy in South Africa, vol. 1, 1960–1970, 
launched by President Thabo Mbeki in Pretoria 
in June 2004).
Christopher Saunders (CS): I am the co-author 
of one of the chapters, and was a member of the 
editorial committee, so I am hardly an objective 
observer. Nevertheless, I think it is true that this 
is the most significant single volume to have been 
published on the South African liberation strug-
gle to date. It draws upon a large number of new 
oral interviews, and makes use of such sources as 
trial records and the liberation archives at Fort 
Hare, the Mayibuye Centre at the University 
of the Western Cape and other places that have 
been little exploited. While this volume is not 
the last word on the liberation struggle in the 
1960s, it does take the historiography forward 
by examining, through case studies, what was 
happening in the regions and at the local level. 
Some of the gaps will be filled in the next volume, 
in particular, the history of the Pan-Africanist 
Congress in exile, and the origins of the Black 
Consciousness Movement. It may be that the 
decision to adopt the armed struggle is given too 

A historian’s view

Christopher Saunders is Professor in the Department of Historical Studies 
at the University of Cape Town. He has written widely on topics related 
to South African history and has a special interest in the history of South 
Africa’s rule over Namibia and the way in which Namibia moved towards 
independence from the mid-1970s to 1990.

much attention in this volume, and that the argu-
ment that resistance continued in the late 1960s is 
pushed too hard. There certainly was resistance, 
but the question is how significant it was, other 
than providing inspiration for later resistance. 
But the range of views expressed, and the cover-
age – from the ANC and Umkhonto weSizwe to 
the African Resistance Movement, Apdusa and 
aboveground activity – belies the charge that this 
volume is in some sense ‘official history’ and had 
a strong political agenda behind it.

NAI: How accessible are archives in South Africa?
CS: Some are readily available, at the Mayibuye 
Centre at the University of the Western Cape and 
at the University of Fort Hare, but others are not. 
The authors of the Road to Democracy volume 
were unfortunately not granted access to all the 
records of the apartheid state that survive – and 
a large number do survive, despite the wholesale 
destruction of records in the early 1990s. The 
archive of the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission is now in the National Archives, but is 
not accessible. Nor are some important archives 
abroad, including those of the Organisation of 
African Unity’s Liberation Committee in Dar es 
Salaam. On the other hand, detailed catalogues 
of, for example, the British Anti-Apartheid 
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Movement and the Ruth First papers at the 
Institute of Commonwealth Studies in London 
are now available online.

NAI: Is there a risk of groups writing their own his-
tories, at the cost of a unifying vision of the past?
CS: There is room for many different histories, 
but it is of course important that there be projects 
like the SADET one that bring together a range 
of historians – the majority of them in this case 
young black historians – to write history that 
goes beyond the parochial and a group-centred 
approach. 

NAI: Could you please give an overview of the 
various digital archive projects going on in South 
Africa today?
CS: I am most familiar with the Digital Imaging 
Project of South Africa (DISA), on the Governing 
Council of which I serve. This is based at the 
Campbell Collections of the University of Kwa-
Zulu-Natal in Durban. Phase one of the project, 
to digitise forty anti-apartheid periodicals from 
the period 1960–94, was completed recently. 
DISA has obtained a new grant from the Mellon 
Foundation to proceed with phase two, in which 
primary archival and visual material relating to 
the liberation struggle in the same period will be 
digitised. The architecture for phase two has been 
devised and now the task is to find specialists who 
can select suitable material and write appropriate 
contextual essays.

We in DISA are keen to find out what other 
digital projects related to the South African 
liberation struggle are underway, and to try to 
promote national standards in digitisation. We 
do not want to duplicate what others are already 
doing, so it is important for us to know what is 
happening, for example with regard to digitis-
ing the archives of the ANC. We know of digital 
projects at the South African History Archive at 
Wits, South African History Online, the Centre 
for Popular Memory at the University of Cape 
Town, and elsewhere. There are also various 
overseas initiatives, like the one at the Nordic 
Africa Institute.

NAI: Is there a danger of duplication? 
CS: There is a danger of different projects working 
in isolation from each other and not knowing 
what others are doing. That is why co-ordination 
is so important. Bringing information about the 
various initiatives together will in itself be most 
useful for future researchers of the history of the 
liberation struggle.

NAI: What of regional initiatives?
CS: DISA itself planned to become a regional 
project, but the Mellon Foundation decided to 
launch Aluka (which means ̀ weave’ in Zulu) and 
now DISA is part of a much broader project, which 
has seen separate committees established to un-
dertake digitisation projects relating to the anti-
colonial struggles in Mozambique, Botswana, 
Zimbabwe and Namibia. To co-ordinate activities 
a regional committee has been established.

NAI: Are South African archives going to be moved 
to the United States?
CS: Some have the idea that the Americans wish 
to take over what belongs to the heritage of South 
Africa, and speak of ‘American imperialism’. 
But the US-based institutions that have taken an 
interest in digital projects in South Africa, and 
provided the funding, and expertise, for them 
will at most have access to copies of documents 
or a copy of digitised material. So this is not 
the same as South African authors selling their 
original papers to overseas institutions, as has 
often happened in the past, something which is 
disgraceful in my view. I think that we in South 
Africa should be grateful for the resources that 
have been made available to implement these 
digitisation projects. They are helping us preserve 
and gain access to our heritage, and will provide 
future scholars with the means to write more 
substantial histories. What the universities now 
need to do is to train those future scholars and 
persuade them to work on the recent history of 
our country. ■

HISTORY IN THE MAKING
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“Let people write their histories”

The Nordic Africa Institute (NAI): Please tell us 
something about the Human Science Research 
Council’s work on history.
John Daniel (JD): The Human Science Research 
Council (HSRC) recently produced an important 
new book on South African history commissioned 
by former minister Kader Asmal just before he 
retired. It is called “Every Step of the Way” and 
is doing extremely well. It is basically a new look 
at the whole history of South Africa, particularly 
the road to democracy in 1994. It became the first 
HSRC book on the South African non-fiction top 
ten list. The perspective is that of the oppressed, 
from the bottom up, it is a grassroots history 
book. It is targeted at secondary school children 
with an accessible style and lots of illustrations. 
It is for the video generations who don’t like to 
spend time reading. The department of education 
bought 10,000 copies from us for distribution in 
secondary schools.

NAI: In your own view, is there a lively history debate 
in South Africa?
JD: Not nearly lively enough. History as a dis-
cipline has struggled during the last ten years. A 
recent conference in London talked about “the 
history crisis in South Africa”. The numbers 
of students are way down. It reminds me of a 

John Daniel is the Head of the Editorial Board at the Human Science Re-
search Council (HSRC) who in his long career as a political science academic 
also spent six years in the 1980s as the Africa Editor of Zed Books in Lon-
don. From 1996−98, Daniel was seconded to the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission where he worked in the research department and he was 
part of the team that wrote the five-volume final report. The interview 
was carried out in Durban, South Africa, in October 2004.

period in the United States when the primary 
concern was the job market, getting a job. You 
only studied a job skill; history was not seen as 
being vocationally useful. I think it is much the 
same here. There is also a critical shortage of 
black South African historians. The University 
of Cape Town has produced some good black 
historians, but they all go to government. They 
are not going back into academia, which is then 
dominated by ageing white men or foreigners, 
good scholars but foreign.

Another aspect, in my opinion, is a certain 
reluctance to come to grips with the realities of 
South African history, particularly with regards 
to the region. The Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission (TRC) for example, put tremendous 
emphasis on the external events in the region. 
It made some powerful findings but they were 
completely ignored.

NAI: Could you give an example?
JD: The majority of the people who died opposing 
apartheid were not South Africans, but Southern 
Africans. We estimated that between 500,000 and 
750,000 people died in our region between 1978 
and 1990 as a direct or indirect consequence of 
South African aggression. Most people do not 
know and most South Africans do not seem to 
care. We, South Africans, seem to think that we do 
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not owe anything to the region and we treat for-
eign Africans scandalously badly. There is a strong 
sense of xenophobia in this country. Despite all 
this talk about ideology, pan-Africanism and so 
on, the reality is that South Africans see foreign 
Africans as competitors. There is a reluctance to 
come to grips with this, one that I don’t quite 
understand. I think our record today and the level 
of diplomacy in terms of trade relations is very 
good. The post-1994 regime is different from the 
pre-1994 one – not hegemonic or aggressive. The 
fact is that South African capital is penetrating 
the African market on a massive scale. There is a 
certain South Africanisation of the African mar-
ket. The interesting question is not so much that 
it is happening, but what does it mean politically? 
But, to go back to my main point, there is certain 
reluctance to research about the region and about 
South Africa’s role in the region.

NAI: What about the history being written now, 
such as attempts by the South African Democracy 
Education Trust (SADET) and others.
JD: I think it is an attempt to rewrite South Af-
rican history. It is in many ways an answer to the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission report and 
is commissioned by the government. It was initi-
ated by President Thabo Mbeki as he indicated 
his unhappiness with the state of the historical 
studies of the road to independence and on the 
role of the ANC. I think it is an attempt to rewrite 
history in terms of the government’s interpreta-
tion. The book The Road to Democracy, has in 
my opinion, been a massive waste of resources. 
One of the main funders is Nedbank, which 
was the same bank that provided the hit squads 
with their credit cards to use in their operations 
in Mozambique. Now they are funding this new 
version of history. SADET spent several million 
Rand on this one volume, and is supposed to 
produce five. The method used is to publish by 
decades, and that poses questions such as, where 
do the 60s end and the 70s begin? How do you 
deal with “black consciousness”? At the end of the 
60s or the beginning of the 70s? And how large 
a publication will the 80s become?

When talking about writing history today, one 
notes that there is an enormous emphasis on in-
terviews. Capturing old politicians’ stories before 
they die is popular, which is good. However, one 
needs to be aware that oral history is deceptive 
as people reinterpret. Memory is selective and 
people can lie. In my opinion, oral history is not 
for real archives or for examining data. And in 
today’s Internet society, regrettably we see very 
little of precisely that, examining data and using 
records.

NAI: What archives are there to examine?
JD: The Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
(TRC) generated millions of pieces of paper that 
were handed over to the national archives and 
have become extremely difficult to access. The 
golden age of access to information in South 
Africa is over. The first five years were fantas-
tic, in part because of the TRC. The TRC had a 
certain degree of power – people could go into 
places and demand documentation – a power 
that should have been used much more. Now 
the door is slowly closing. The new government 
passed the Freedom of Information Act, which 
was an important piece of legislation, but they 
[the government] are not really giving people ac-
cess. There is a natural tendency to close down. 
There are countless numbers of documents but 
they are very difficult to access, which is one of 
the reasons a project called South Africa History 
Archive (SAHA) was started at Wits. The project 
is conducting several interviews with people who 
worked with the TRC but is also trying to retrieve 
documents from them. Several persons with the 
TRC saved their documents. I, for example, kept 
photocopies of all of the amnesty applications that 
related to external operations. They weren’t that 
many, and I have given those to the SAHA.

The state archives are busy classifying the 
material and have a big job in front of them. They 
are under-skilled and understaffed and I believe 
they will be applying the 30−50 years classifica-
tion rules on a lot of the information. For some 
of it there is a good case, like when the TRC were 
conducting in-camera hearings – the interviewees 
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were making allegations that were untested. But 
material such as minutes from the State Security 
Council, cabinet papers and the like, should be 
open. I do believe that the situation is better than 
it used to be, but there is a lot of bureaucracy, 
inefficiency, and a suspicion on behalf of authori-
ties that “knowledge is power so we will keep that 
knowledge to ourselves”.

NAI: How do you reconcile yourself to history, is there 
a lot of ambiguity?
JD: Of course there is no one history, history is 
determined by who you are, class, race, religion 
etc. And what we have to develop is a multiplic-
ity of histories. I also believe we have to be very 
frank on what our predispositions are. From what 
perspective we write. It is impossible to write 

just one history of any one country, let alone of 
South Africa: “let the thousand flowers bloom”. 
Let people write their histories. ■

The Human Science Research Council

The Human Science Research Council (HSRC), 
established in 1968, is one of five science councils 
supported by the South African government. The 
focus is on the social sciences. HSRC receives an 
annual grant of R70 million from Parliament. It 
is a semi-state organisation, with its own guid-
ing council of scholars and former government 
people and is autonomous in terms of day-to-day 
operations. HSRC has 130 researchers employed 
and 100 supporting staff. The publications de-
partment at HSRC produces a lot of material from 
both inside and outside the organisation.

The Nordic Africa Institute (NAI): What evoked 
your interest in Africa?
Vladimir Shubin (VS): I went to Africa – to 
Egypt – for the first time in April 1960, while 
still a student of the Moscow State Institute of 
International Relations. It was the Year of Africa 
– 17 African countries in tropical Africa became 

Vladimir Shubin

Vladimir Shubin is Deputy Director of the Institute of African Studies, Rus-
sian Academy of Sciences, and Professor of African History and Politics 
at the Russian State University of Humanities, Moscow. He was a visiting 
researcher at the Nordic Africa Institute in early 2005. In April 2005, Profes-
sor Shubin received the South African national order ‘Companion of O.R. 
Tambo’, which is an order of peace, co-operation and active expression 
of solidarity and support awarded to foreign nationals for friendship 
shown to South Africa.

independent. Egypt was very active in Africa in 
those days and the developments on the continent 
were extensively covered in the local media.

My life thus became connected with Africa at 
an early stage. Soon after my first visit to Egypt 
and getting my MA in International Relations and 
Oriental Studies, I was conscripted and had to 
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serve the next seven years as an officer of the USSR  
Armed Forces. My duties there with bringing 
African cadres to the Soviet Union for military 
training resulted in my first trips to ‘black’ Africa. 
The majority of them were Frelimo members 
from Dar es Salaam in 1967 and members of 
PAIGC  from Conakry in 1968. Several years later, 
I heard from the Mozambican military attaché 
in Moscow that among the Frelimo militants we 
brought for training in the Crimea was Joachim 
Chissano, a future president.

Before joining academia in 1992 I was 
involved in political and practical support of 
the liberation movements, in particular as the 
Secretary of the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity 
Committee for Africa and as head of the African 
Section of the International Department of the 
then ruling party – CPSU.

I tried to combine my activities with some re-
search and writing, and, having spent three years 
as a full time Ph.D. student I defended a thesis 
on ‘The policy of the international social-democ-
racy towards national liberation movements in 
Southern Africa’ in 1982. It was later expanded 
and published as a book under the pen name 
‘Vladimir Bushin’. I paid particular attention to 
the policy of the Nordic countries in the region 
in the thesis as well as in the book.

NAI: Tell us about the Institute for African Studies 
in Moscow, the current research there, and what 
you would like to see for the future as far as African 
research is concerned.
VS: It is one of the biggest research centres on 
Africa in the world, even if it does not claim to be 
the best, as I jokingly add sometimes. It has a staff 
of 165 of whom 125 are researchers and at least a 
hundred of them are dealing with the problems 
of Africa. Structurally, the Institute is divided 
into 12 centres, three of them on a geographical 
basis – North, Tropical and Southern Africa − and 
others on the basis of research problems – from 
history to economics, and from political studies 
to Russian – African relations.

The research projects and programmes are 
organized in a similar manner to those of the 

Nordic Africa Institute. The Russian Academy 
of Sciences publishes about 20 books annually. 
Research results are also published regularly 
in the Institute’s Newsletter as well as in two 
academic journals, Aziya i Afrika segodnya (Asia 
and Africa Today) and Vostok-Oriens (Orient) 
that we publish jointly with the Institute of 
Oriental Studies.

Apart from workshops and seminars the 
Institute hosts a major conference on a biennial 
basis. The conference started as a national event, 
but has in recent years acquired an international 
character. Some 60 foreign academics attended 
the conference in Moscow in May 2004.

 Personally I believe that we should pay special 
attention to such subjects as Africa’s place in the 
modern world and Russian-African co-operation 
in the future.

NAI: What is your personal research focus at 
present?
VS: I published a book ANC: A View from Mos-
cow some five years ago and began working on 
a wider issue after that, the liberation struggle 
in Southern Africa as a whole and the external 
factors that influenced it. It is planned that this 
will result in a new book, called A Hot “Cold” 
War in which I want to show both the internal 
dynamics and the role of outside forces – the 
USSR in particular – in Southern Africa in the 
period 1960–1990.

Unfortunately, most of the archives are still 
‘sealed’ in Russia, and I therefore have to rely to 
a large extent on ‘oral history’, for example on 
discussions with witness-participants. Most of 
them are veterans from the Soviet diplomatic 
and military services, but I also rely on personal 
notes and reflections.

I also co-ordinated a project on Africa’s 
responses to the challenges of globalisation that 
ended recently and I continue to follow the 
developments in this field – the activities of the 
African Union, the implementation of NEPAD, 
etc. I visited nine African countries last year and 
having covered almost five thousand kilometres 
by road, I came back with a feeling of optimism 
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about the future of the continent, contrary to 
the common Africa-pessimist.

NAI: Why should we be involved in documenting, 
writing and studying history?
VS: I believe that no country nor humanity as a 
whole, can achieve success in the future if they do 
not know their past, if they do not learn lessons 
from both positive and negative developments 
and experiences of earlier periods.

NAI: What is happening on the African continent 
in this area at the moment – and what needs to 
be done?
First and foremost, Africans themselves should 
assess to what extent they are successful in docu-
menting and writing the history of the continent. 
Ryszard Kapuscinski, a famous Polish journalist, 
in his latest book The Shadow of the Sun. My Af-
rican Life wrote “The kind of history known in 
Europe as scholarly and objective can never arise 
here, because the African past has no documents 
or records, and each generation, listening to the 
version being transmitted to it, changed it and 
continues to change it, transforms it, modifies it 
and embellishes it (p. 317–318).” True, the stories, 
myths, legends are indispensable for historians 
of Africa. However I believe that his assessment 
is outdated. African academics took a very active 
part, for example, in writing the eight volumes of 
the UNESCO General History of Africa, relying on 
written documents and creating more.

As regards my field, I am very glad that finally, 
serious steps have been taken to write a true and 
detailed history of the liberation movements in 
Southern Africa. SADET, South African Democ-

racy Education Trust, a collective headed by Prof. 
Ben Magubane is a fine example. The first volume 
(of the five volumes envisaged) produced last 
year, The Road to Democracy in South Africa, is a 
unique (though not impeccable) contribution to 
the history of the struggle against the apartheid 
regime. Another important initiative resulted in 
the Digital Imaging Project of South Africa at 
the University of Kwazulu-Natal.

A project in Namibia similar to SADET is 
called the Archives of Anticolonial Resistance 
and Liberation Struggle (AACRLS). It is still at the 
stage of collecting documents but hopefully an 
important book (or books) on the recent history 
of Namibia will be produced as well.

Taking into account the Soviet support to 
the liberation movements in these two countries 
I am glad to say that RASIAS is co-operating both 
with SADET and AACRLS.

The importance of documenting and analys-
ing the events of the recent past was very well 
demonstrated by the successful completion of 
the Nordic Africa Institute’s project co-ordinated 
by Tor Sellström on the history of the relations 
between the Nordic countries and the liberation 
movements in Southern Africa. In Russia activi-
ties within this field are common and popular, 
especially as far as memoirs and oral history are 
concerned. RASIAS has, jointly with the Council 
of Veterans of the Russian MFA, compiled and 
published three volumes of recollections of 
Soviet/Russian ambassadors and other senior 
diplomats who served in Africa. I believe that 
in this sphere there is a good prospect for co-
operation between our Institute and the Nordic 
Africa Institute. ■
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Conferences and meetings

Writing African Women – Poetics and Politics of African Gender Research
19–22 January 2005, Cape Town, South Africa

This conference was organised at the University 
of Western Cape by the Nordic Africa Institute 
research programme Sexuality, Gender and Society 
in Africa. The themes of the conference have been 
key concerns of this programme right from the 
beginning (Oct 2000): critical scrutiny of the ways 
in which ‘African Women’ are written and talked 
about in different contexts, and discussions of 
alternative conceptalizations. One area of interest 
for the conference was attempts to think beyond 
habitual binaries of ‘modernity’ and ‘tradition’ 
with a focus on possible re-interpretations of so-
called ‘tradition’ from women’s points of view. 
Another area of interest was artistic interpretations 
of ‘women’ and ‘gender’ as expressed in literature 
and visual arts. These concerns are reflected in the 
conference title, where the ‘poetics’ points to the 
arts, and the ‘politics’ to (among other things) 
interpretations of ‘tradition’ – a political field of 
some importance in South Africa (cf. the ‘African 
Renaissance’) as well as elsewhere in Africa. In 
an attempt to break down conventional barriers 
between academic papers and other more artistic 
means of expression, the conference hosted po-
etry readings, dance performances and a parallel 
show of visual arts by South African women 
artists. The visual arts platform ‘Worlds Beyond 
Words’ exhibited works by Bongekile Bengu, 
Zanele Muholi, Gabisile Ngcobo and Berni 
Searle, among others.

The conference was planned in collaboration 
with Heike Becker, anthropologist and associate 
professor at the Univerity of Western Cape, and 
Desiree Lewis, scholar of literature and independ-
ent researcher, Cape Town. The call for papers 
went out in June 2004 and received an enthusiastic 
response. Out of some 200 abstracts we selected 
60 papers written by researchers from Kenya, 
Tanzania, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Mozambique, 
Madagascar, Ethiopia, Algeria, Nigeria, Ghana 

and South Africa, as well as by researchers from 
Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark. The 
conference also had participants and paper pre-
senters from other parts of Europe and from the 
USA. Since we explicitly wanted to conduct the 
conference in dialogue with the South African 
research environment, which is very rich and 
creative regarding issues of gender, most of the 
panel chairs and many discussants at individual 
sessions were drawn from the local research base 
of the universities of the Western Cape and Cape 
Town, as well as the University of Stellenbosch 
and elsewhere in the Cape Town area.

The conference venue was the University 
of Western Cape, situated in the township of 
Belville at quite a distance from the city centre. 
Because of the great number of papers, combined 
with a limited number of days (from Wednesday 
afternoon to Saturday lunch time) all the panels 
were run in two parallel sessions. This implied that 
the conference dynamics were multiple, shifting, 
diverse and very cross-disciplinary, and that par-
ticipants were mixed and re-mixed to the extent 
that all, more or less, became acquainted with 
one another. Conference participants represented 

NAI Director Lennart Wohlgemuth and University of 
Western Cape Rector Prof. Brian O’Connell, together 
with the conference convenors: Heike Becker, Signe 
Arnfred and Desiree Lewis.
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a range of disciplines, from cultural studies, art 
and literature analysis to history and disciplines 
of the social sciences. The only plenary lecture 
was given by Dorothy Hodgson, anthropolo-
gist and Africanist with a long record in gender 
studies, from Rutgers University, USA. The confer-
ence was mainly financed by the Nordic Africa 
Institute through a generous grant from Sida, 
but the University of Western Cape also made 
a contribution.

During the conference several cutting-edge 
discussions took place, for instance in connection 
with new readings of ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, 
which by de-stabilizing dichotomies and prob-
lematizing dominant interpretations managed 
to shed new light on current debates – such as 
South African discussions regarding ‘virginity 
testing’, and controversies around ‘female genital 
mutilation’ elsewhere on the continent. Other 
discussions dealt with HIV/AIDS as a challenge 
to feminist research regarding re-formulation of 
prevention politics in terms of gender struggle. 
Yet other debates focused on popular culture as 

both undermining and 
reinforcing gender stereo-
types, as for example in 
literature and films on 
‘independent women’, 
while related discussions 
looked critically at the use 
of concepts of agency and 
victimhood when talking 
about women: often the 
concept of ‘agency’ carries 

an implicit individual perspective, distracting 
attention from structural conditions and con-
straints. The conference primarily dealt with 
representations of ‘women’, but issues of men 
and masculinities were also debated, including 
attempts at identifying ‘alternative masculinities’. 
The conference convenors, Desiree Lewis, Heike 
Becker and myself, are now in the process of edit-
ing two volumes for publication by the Nordic 
Africa Institute, based on papers presented at 
the conference.

Signe Arnfred

This conference was originally planned for De-
cember 2004 in Harare, but due to the prevailing 
volatile situation in Zimbabwe, it was relocated 
to Reykjavik, Iceland. Collaborating partners 
were the University of Iceland and the Icelandic 
International Development Agency (ICEIDA). 20 
researchers (18 African and two Nordic) contrib-
uted with papers, two were however prevented 
from attending due to visa problems.

The opening session was chaired by Magn-
fríður Júlíusdóttir of the University of Iceland. 
The Guest of Honour was the Rector of the 
University of Iceland, Prof. Páll Skúlason, and 
the opening speech was given by Dr. Henning 

Melber, Research Director of the Nordic Africa 
Institute. A keynote speech was given by Ann 
Schlyter, Director at Gothenburg’s Centre for 
Global Gender Studies. She presented an informa-
tive discussion of the concepts in question at the 
conference, focussing on among other concepts, 
gender, youth, and cities.

Session 2, chaired by Friðrik Rafnsson from 
the University of Iceland, had as its theme Youth, 
the arts and culture. There were three papers 
in the session: Fibian Lukalo discussed urban 
youth and music in East Africa; Evelyn Lutwana 
looked at HIV and the theatrical exploits of the 
youth; Ndiouga Benga’s French paper on Senegal 

Youth in African Cities
10–13 February 2005, Reykjavik, Iceland
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examined the fashion scene in Dakar between 
1945 and 1980.

The theme Political, economic and social activ-
ism ran from Sessions 3 through 5. The papers 
of Session 3 comprised two each from Nigeria 
(Muhammad Kabir Isa; Yomi Oruwari and Op-
uenebo Owei) and Zimbabwe (Bertha Chiroro; 
Irikidzayi Manase). The common thread in the 
papers was violence by, with and against the youth. 
The papers of Session 4 – from Cameroon (John 
Gemandze), Uganda (Sarah Nagadya) and Kenya 
(Raymond Muhula) – dwelt on the politics of 
and about the urban youth. Session 5 had four 
papers from Zimbabwe (Jethro Zuwarimwe), 
Nigeria (Muhammad Bello Yunusa), Lesotho 
(Makalo Marite), and Malawi (Lucy Chipeta). 
While Yunusa focussed on governance, the other 
three papers peered into the economic and social 
activities of the youth.

Session 6 had the theme Making it in the city 
– Youth and urban livelihoods. Sheila Bunwaree 
(Mauritius), Linda Helgesson (Sweden) and Win-
nie Mwangi (Kenya) looked at the various ways 
youth employ to try to make a living in African 
cities and the forces acting in their favour as well 
as those rallying against them. Youth, social, and 
household dynamics was the theme of Session 7. 
Titus Colman Msoka (Tanzania), Lantana Usman 
(Nigeria) and Trond Waage (Norway) presented 
lively cases that demonstrated evidence of urban 
youth transformation in keeping with changing 
social and household circumstances. Group proc-
esses, integration, identities and socio-economic 
dynamics of family survival were the issues 
that ran through the papers and which were 
captured in the discussion. Questions of policy 
were also touched on. In the closing session, 
Amin Kamete, the coordinator of the research 
programme, Gender and Age in African Cities led 
the discussion on the theme Mapping the future. 
The lively discussion examined the intended 
outputs of the conference, networking as well 
as future themes for research and ideas and the 
venue for the next conference.

A public panel debate with the title Africa 
Update: The burning issues from across the con-

tinent was organised after the conference itself 
was concluded. The programme had been well 
advertised in the electronic and print media, 
thanks to the generosity of ICEIDA. The profile 
of the event was raised by several interviews with 
the organisers of the conference with Reykjavik 
newspapers and a radio station. This largely 
explains why more than 150 people braved the 
bad weather to attend the event at the University 
of Iceland’s Main Building. The President of 
Iceland Mr. Ólafur Ragnar Grímsson was the 
Guest of Honour. The Chairperson was Sigríður 
Dúna Kristmundsdóttir from the University of 
Iceland. The debate kicked off with Henning 
Melber taking the audience across Africa as he 
analysed the issues of concern within the context 
of global politics and events. He was at pains 
to single out the positive aspects such as the 
reaction to the African Union’s response to the 
crisis in the Darfur region of Sudan, the events 
in Togo and the adoption by the African Com-
mission on Human and Peoples’ Rights of the 
report condemning political violence and human 
rights abuses in Zimbabwe. Muhammad Kabir 
Isa and Opuenebo Owei took the audience to 
West Africa as they related the burning issues 
from that part of Africa. Amin Kamete dealt 
with Southern Africa with Winnie Mwangi and 
Fibian Kavulani Lukalo taking care of the issues 
in East Africa.

The conference was successful in several 
respects. It was the first in Iceland organised by 
a Nordic Africa Institute research programme. 
High quality papers and constructive discussions 
served the sessions very well. As many Icelandic 
colleagues and participants would later say, the 
conference brought Africa to Iceland. The media 
coverage, which was extensive, helped focus at-
tention on Africa. The television coverage of the 
well attended panel debate, plus interviews with 
Henning Melber and Amin Kamete, carried on 
the main news bulletin of the day during the 
peak viewing period, was a fitting conclusion to 
half a week that was devoted to Africa.

Amin Y. Kamete
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The Nordic Africa Institute and the Centre 
for Conflict Management at the University of 
Butare started a joint research project under the 
NAI programme ‘Post-Conflict Transition in 
African States: The State and the Civil Socity’ 
with Ebrima Sall (now working with Codesria) 
as co-ordinator. The project aims at critically 
analysing the notion of citizenship in post-geno-
cide Rwanda and is locally co-ordinated by Alice 
Urusaro Karakezi.

The conference consisted of two parts. First a 
research workshop in Butare for the members of 
the research team (some 20 Rwandan researchers) 
together with commentators on the papers writ-
ten within the project and other locally invited 
guests. Critical discussions on the various topics 
and papers were concluded with suggestions 
for further elaborations. The second part was a 
seminar in Kigali where a wider audience was 
invited that included NGOs, local stakeholders 
and the media in order to spread the lessons 
learnt so far in the project.

Over the past decade, Rwandans have de-
voted innumerable efforts to re-building a life 
after genocide. At the same time little is known 
of local perspectives on issues of concern. The 
objective of the project is to reach a better under-
standing of the various ways in which Rwandans 
are trying to produce a new kind of Rwandanness. 
Themes taken up by the team members in their 
papers include the Gaccaca trials, economic and 
social rights, identities, the re-socialisation of 
ex-combatants, constitution making, gender and 
social cohesion, civil society, decentralisation, 
poverty reduction and citizenship, faith-based 
institutions and social reconstruction.

The theoretical bases put forth at the research 
workshop in Butare ranged from traditional 
political theories to more sociological discus-
sions. Citizenship in a more sociological sense 
examines not only a set of legal obligations and 
entitlements but also the practices through which 
individuals and groups formulate and claim new 

Citizenship and Social Reconstruction in Post-Genocide Rwanda
February 28−March 1, Butare and Kigali, Rwanda

rights, a more participatory notion of citizen-
ship. It defines the members and non-members 
of a common society and directly addresses the 
rights and obligations involved in the relation-
ship between individuals and the community, 
including the ways that relationship impacts 
on political participation. Citizenship reflects a 
set of expectations that the community and its 
members have of one another.

Citizenship within conflict theory was dis-
cussed as it continues to generate considerable 
tension. Out of the many concerns confronting 
countries on the continent, ethnicity and identity 
politics is an effective weapon in the struggle for 
power. The targeting of a certain group of people 
as foreigners is increasingly common as a form 
of political persecution. As in many African 
countries e.g. Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, DRC and 
Sudan, Rwanda has been confronted with denial 
on a mass scale of the citizenship rights of the 
population. Nationality has been used as a base 
for exclusion from participation rather than 
serving as a basis for participation. Some of the 
important questions and issues to be dealt with 
in the research project and that were brought 
up on the agenda, are: What are the potential 
new roles and responsibilities of citizens? How 
are citizenship and identity being renegotiated 
in the aftermath of genocide in Rwanda? Equi-
table sharing of power and non-ethnic political 
competition. Evaluation of women’s political 
participation through affirmative action in post-
genocide Rwanda. Whether or not, the recent 
constitutional arrangements integrate lessons 
from the past and if they address the tension 
between justice and moral rights.

The common theme running through the 
discussions was education. The participants felt 
there was a lack of analysis of education as part 
of the construction of citizenship, in particular 
informal education, but also evaluations of prac-
tical measures taken in Rwanda since 1994. The 
role of the National Commission for Unity and 
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Reconciliation was discussed and its message of 
unity and reconciliation as something of value in 
schools and among the broader public through 
songs and the Ingando. Ingando is a programme 
that seeks to develop leadership skills in a new 
Rwanda. Those who attend vary from students 
to ex-combatants who spend three to six weeks in 
a participatory manner on issues facing Rwanda. 
Critics have argued it is a brain-washing mecha-

nism. Therefore, participants also suggested there 
was a need for comparing and analysing tools 
of education and defining concepts used in the 
discourse on education and citizenship – both 
in the pre-1994 system and the post-genocide 
curricula – within the formal school system, 
culture (e.g. through songs), civic education and 
peace education.

Nina Frödin
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The death on 7 
April 2005 of Yvonne 
Vera at the age of 40 
means the loss of one 
of Zimbabwe’s and 
Africa’s best writers. 

In 2002 the Nor-
dic Africa Institute 
invited Yvonne Vera 
to be guest writer for 
a few months, just as 
in 2001 we had been 

able to invite Ama Ata Aidoo to be the same. Vera 
had been a guest of the Writers’ Africa series in 
1998. She wanted to come. Illness put an end to 
this and many other plans.

Yvonne Vera is the author of six books: Why 
Don’t You Carve Other Animals, Nehanda, Without 
a Name, Under the Tongue, Butterfly Burning, and 
The Stone Virgins. The silences around women’s 
suffering and pain are an underlying theme. Defy-
ing the attacks of her illness she was working on 
a new novel when she died. 

She was an intellectual of the best kind: a 
brilliant mind, a writer of beauty and tragedy, 
full of warm irony and humour (not always so 
visible in her books), a person of integrity, with 
an intense love for language and words, a true 
patriot without nationalist pompousness, with 
the courage to bring up issues that many would 
like to suppress (rape, incest, the Matabeleland 
violence in the 1980s). 

In 2002 when I saw her last, in her hometown 
of Bulawayo, she had been asked by an organisa-
tion to speak at two conferences about her book 
Stone Virgins. They would in turn buy several 
hundred copies for the participants. After some 
thinking she turned the offer down. She told me 
the story and summarised: “I am a writer, not a 
megaphone”. 

It is easy to be a megaphone. It is not easy 
to be a good and effective writer. The loss of one 
is heavy. ■

Mai Palmberg
Co-ordinator of the research project

‘Cultural Images in and of Africa’

Yvonne Vera In Memoriam
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Recent publications

Lars Buur and Helene Maria Kyed
State Recognition of Traditional Authority in Mozambique
The Nexus of Community Representation and State Assistance
ISBN: 91-7106-547-4, 30 pp,  90 SEK (appr. 9 euro). Discussion Papers no. 28

How should the Mozambican traditional leaders’ double role as community representatives and state 
assistants be captured? This discussion paper addresses some fundamental questions pertaining to 
the 2002 official recognition of traditional leaders as community authorities. After a brief history of 
the changing role of, and faith in, traditional authorities as a basis for understanding the importance 
of their recent official recognition, the paper outlines the key objectives of the Decree 15/2000 that 
officially recognises community authorities. Some of the key concepts underpinning the Decree are 
then critically assessed. It is argued that the double role that community authorities are expected to 
fulfil as both community-representatives and state-assistants is not equally balanced in the Decree: the 
scale tips heavily towards the state-assistance aspect. The reasons for this are explored in the context of 
a set of reified notions underpinning the Decree, such as its understanding of ‘traditional rules’ and 
the concept of ‘community’. The paper concludes by pointing out some unintended consequences 
of these reified notions for kin-based forms of community authority and especially for the ideal of 
community participation.

Lars Buur is a Senior Researcher at the Danish Institute for International Studies in Copenhagen. 
Helene Maria Kyed is currently a PhD candidate at the Danish Institute for International Studies and 
at Roskilde University.

Suzanne Dansereau and Mario Zamponi
Zimbabwe – The Political Economy of Decline
ISBN: 91-7106-541-5, 43 pp, 90 SEK (appr. 9 euro). Discussion Papers no. 27

The two articles are revised versions of papers presented at the end of May 2004 to a Zimbabwe Confer-
ence at the Nordic Africa Institute, which was co-organised by the project ‘Liberation and Democracy 
in Southern Africa’ (LiDeSA). They highlight current socio-economic aspects of Zimbabwean society. 
By doing so, they raise relevant issues, yet ones that have tended to be neglected given the almost 
exclusive concentration on political events. While this is understandable, the articles fill the gap in 
our knowledge and add insights into important sectors of society. These include information on the 
Zimbabwean economy and the present constraints of the decline, which together help us to understand 
the structural legacy that any future government will have to deal with. What is more, the elections 
in Zimbabwe in 2005 provide an ideal moment to discuss such matters. This Discussion Paper will 
thereby make a substantive contribution to the analysis of the overall picture in Zimbabwe.

Suzanne Dansereau is Assistant Professor, International Development Studies at St Mary’s Uni-
versity in Halifax, Nova Scotia (Canada). She has published extensively on Zimbabwe, also within 
the LiDeSA network at the Nordic Africa Institute. Mario Zamponi is a Lecturer at the Faculty of 
Political Science of the University of Bologna (Italy). He has worked and published on Zimbabwe for 
an extensive period of time and is the editor of the Italian scholarly journal Afriche e orienti.
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Titles published by the Nordic Africa Institute can be ordered via orders@nai.uu.se

Henning Melber (Ed.)
Trade, Development, Cooperation – What Future for Africa?
ISBN: 91-7106-544-X , 44 pp, 90 SEK (appr. 9 euro). Current African Issues no. 29

Bi- and multilateral trade relations between external actors and individual African states or regional 
blocs are becoming ever more decisive. The trade policies of both the USA and the EU are anything 
but helpful. This is true of the USAs African Growth and Opportunity Act (AGOA), the EU Free Trade 
Agreement (FTA) with South Africa and more recently the Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) 
negotiated in the Post-Cotonou era of European relations with the South. All these initiatives have a 
potentially detrimental impact on regional integration. The latter remains however a priority in the 
developmental policy and strategy documents as formulated both by African agencies as well as the 
partners in development cooperation in the OECD countries. Hence the question of coherence between 
trade as aid and other areas of development strategy and cooperation remains to be answered.

The three analyses presented in this publication are centred on related issues in the ongoing process 
of globalisation under the WTO regime, and their likely effect on African countries. Each chapter criti-
cally examines recent trends in the discourse on trade reform and development. The contributions to 
this volume offer discussion and food for thought for scholars, policy makers and NGO activists alike 
on closely related topical issues in European-African trade relations and development cooperation.

Paul Goodison works with the European Research Office in Brussels. He has a longstanding track 
record in following and analysing EU policy on ACP countries and in having an advocacy role with 
a particular focus on Southern Africa. Carlos Lopes was director of the National Institute for Studies 
and Research in Guinea Bissau before joining the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
in the early 1990s. He is the United Nations and UNDP representative in Brazil and has published 
widely on development economics. Henning Melber was director of the Namibian Economic Policy 
Research Unit (NEPRU) in Windhoek between 1992 and 2000. Since then, he has been research 
director at the Nordic Africa Institute. Colin Stoneman recently retired from the Centre for Southern 
African Studies at the University of York.
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Words

Whenever I take the pulse
of my existence,
feel the pinch
of my persistence
against the grinding grain
of my resistance
to the pounding punch
of their insistence,
words transmit to me
a drumroll of deliverance.

Makhosazana Xaba
from These hands (Timbila Poetry

Project, South Africa, 2005)
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Makhosazana Xaba with NAI Director Lennart 
Wohlgemuth at the conference ‘Writing African 
Women – Poetics and Politics of African Gender 
Research’ (reported on p. 33), in which she 
participated.


