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Summary 

This thesis examines the activities of the African National Congress members who left 

South Africa in the aftermath of the 1976 uprisings. Specifically, it examines the 

activities of young people who, due to their youth, could not join the armed struggle, and 

were thus rerouted to a fledgling educational institution named the Solomon Mahlangu 

Freedom College. This school, started in 1977, was purpose built near Morogoro, in 

Tanzania, to accommodate and nurture these youngsters, both in conventional 

educational matters, and as another t rrain of the ANC s struggle to instill their brand of 

revolutionary instruction. The thesis ex • a pects of the school. Specifically, 

it examines the origins of the school; pr file of the people involved in the 

school; discusses the role of women, and analys_es the underlying tensions and conflicts 

th 1 d fr T. • 1 • l : . IF ..1, • r I I d th at resu te om concentfatm • eap e ~m .. an so ateu env1ronme11t. t cone u es at 
. ogether in Excellence 

SOMAFCO was a place full of contradictions and dilemmas that resulted in many of its 

ideals remaining unfulfilled, but that it was also a place that produced many people who 

would enrich the South African public domain. 

Ill 
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Introduction 

The opening of an educational institution by the African National Congress 

(ANC) in 1978 was a crucial step in the history of the organisation. The very fact that a 

school is not at first sight an obviously 'political' entity implied that the·ANC was bidding 

to lead and mould South African society in a comprehensive way, and signified that it 

was finally re-establishing itself as a major player in contemporary South African politics. 

The luli of the late sixties and early seventies had seen other organisations emerging to 

the fore in the ongoing political discourse. Tliat e :ANC had its headquarters and 

leaders outside the country made it seem far away in tlie eyes of ordinary people. The 

members as terrorists who had no other intent than driving white people into the sea. 

· There was a constant po .,. t progress, with its 
Together in Excellence 

motive being only to destabilise the country, a move, it was claimed, that would see black 

people losing their jobs and the prosperity they were said to enjoy compared to their black 

brothers and sisters north of the Limpopo. 

The successes of the Black Consciousness Movement (BCM) within the country 

in the 1970s had seemed to erode the support base of the ANC. But in reality the 

emergence of this movement, with its forerunner, the South African Student Organisation 

(SASO), can, with the benefit of hindsight, be said to have been a blessing in disguise for 

the ANC. There can be no doubt that these organisations were responsible for tapping 

some of the constituencies upon which the ANC had not previously focused, notably the 
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youth. It can be argued that what lay behind the struggles of 197 6 and carried forward the 

momentum thereafter was that a core group of these students had been exposed to the 

highly charged rhetoric of the BCM. Of course there is an ongoing debate as to whether 

the 197 6 uprising was influenced in any way by political groups or was a spontaneous 

reaction to the introduction of Afrikaans as a medium of instruction. Sifiso Ndlovu 

argues that neither of the two are a correct representation of what happened. He states 

that "liberation movements, and student organisations like SASO and SASM, played no 

significant role either in the day-to-day major debates in the classrooms or in planning the 

actual day of protest that involved m©st of the schools in Soweto". ~ e further states that 

the uprisings were not spontaneous as the • . me schools had been on a go slow 
LUMI • . TU . 

from as early as March 1976. Hero g that political movements have no 

right to claim to have organised. the 197~ uprisings because the major issues at stake 
Un1vers1ty of Fort Hare 

affected students in the classroo , . , 0.t-, il>er~t-io . -na ,n , -itic:al movements like the then 
i "' .. , .A. iv R 

unbaruied BCM.1 On the other hand a variety of books written on the topic suggest that 

there was some influence of political organisations and that the discipline and precision 

with which these events took place supports this interpretation.2 

It is no coincidence that Steve Biko's killing took place at this time, as the 

thinking might have been that getting rid of him would, maybe, destabilise the whole 

student movement. The bulk of the students who went into exile were from the BCM 

tradition. This does not necessarily suggest that the ANC had no influence in the 

unfolding of events in the country. But the extent to which they were caught unawares by 
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the deluge of students in the aftermath of June 1976 suggests that they were not exactly 

leading the unfolding proceedings inside the country. 

These events resulted in the building of a school, the Solomon Mahlangu Freedom 

College (SOMAFCO). Initially, the school had been meant to cater for secondary school 

children only, but the pressures of an increased population resulted in the need for a 

comprehensive educational facility from nursery to adult education. This required broad 

planning which would take into account the various requirements of prospective students. 

This study grapples with the made the complex a hotbed of 
. . ... ... - - - . 

educational experimentation, buf als s and tensions as a result of 

diverse interpretations of what rieeded to be aone. Firstly it will.look at the.origins of the 
• University of Fort Hare -

school and the planning involve f :. . _mg,j~- ~ t· .. tJ his involves the beginnings 

of the ANC Education Department, the formulation of the policy framework, the 

formation of education committees and the actual conception of the school. This will be 

followed by an examination of the varied people who came to SOMAFCO, their 

backgrounds, and their motivation for coming. Other chapters will look at some of the 

structures that existed in the complex. Those to be examined will be the National 

Scholarship Committee and its role, and the Women's Section. Another chapter will 

examine the role of intematio~al donor agencies in the realisation of the school and the 

kinds of help they provided, and the mechanisms that were put in place to monitor the 

proper utilisation of help given and received. A further chapter will be a narrative 

detailing the role of the service sector in Mazimbu, including the farm, the furniture 
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factory and the hospital. Finally the last ·chapter will examine the range of tensions and 

conflicts that permeated the complex and the reasons therefore. 

Permeating the thesis will be the broad question of curriculum. This study has not 

devoted a specific chapter to the curriculum as this could imply that it was something 

separate from other endeavours at the schools. Also, R. Govender in his University of the 

Western Cape MA thesis has previously discussed aspects of SOMAFCO's curriculum, 

and Maaba, in his Fort Hare MA thesis, has to some extent looked at curriculum 

development at the school from the student perspective. 3 

archives of the ANC in exile, at the University of Fort :flare from the various countries 
Universit of Fort Hare 

and missions where this organjs .ti 1!'~ e11,~l e tEiperate. When they got to Fort 

Hare hardly any real sorting of these papers had been done, and it appeared that there 

would be little hindrance in allowing research to be undertaken on them. In fact, that they 

had been brought to an institution of higher learning was a challenge on its own to any 

would-be researcher. The Batlagae Trust provided a grant that enabled research on 

SOMAFCO using these archives. A preliminary survey ofthe documents revealed that, 

whilst there was enough material to do a worthwhile study, a better result could be 

anticipated if oral sources were incorporated in the project especially since many of those 

associated with the school were still alive and were back in South Africa. This was even 

more pertinent considering that very few secondary sources existed that had interrogated 

this subject. This led to a countrywide programme interviewing available people -
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students, teachers, workers and administrators - who had been to Mazimbu or had had 

anything to do with the place. Further interviews were conducted in Tanzania. These 

included civil servants, diplomatic officials, and local people who had come into . contact 

with South Africans during their exile years. This data has, to date, added new 

dimensions inaccessible from the archival record. Other ANC materials lodged at the 

Mayibuye Centre at the University of the Western Cape in Cape Town was also 

examined. This combination of sources has resulted in more than this work as other 

individuals have also been part of the research team. The one drawback of using such 

newly available material is that because proper cataloguing and collation is still in 

progress, some documents are not ade ua t rel need. Also, with most of the 
LU S 

documents still in their original file -~==-- N. s difficult to ascertain the proper 

dates of the individual leaflets, letters and memoranda. In fact, some of these do not even 
- . University of Fort Hare 
. have dates, which can be attrib • -e~i<t· - , cl . ·e , .• . . a of a revolutionary 

organisation. These minor issues do not retract anything from the exciting nature of these 

sources for academic work. 

Literature Review 

SOMAFCO as a research area is still relatively untouched and very little 

secondary material on the school exists. This leaves the researcher with the option of 

looking at related issues, such as the ANC's educational perspectives and any relationship 
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these niight have to practical applications· at SOMAFCO, and at similar revolutionary 

educational institutions elsewhere in Africa. A case in point is Zimbabwe's ZANU and 

ZAPU exiled schools dating from the era of revolution in that country~ Furthermore there 

are occasional references in the literature to the educational experiences of South 

Africans in exile, be it in Africa, America or elsewhere. However,.in general the 

literature referred to is essentially peripheral to the central concern of this study. 

A relatively recent study of interest is Hilda Bernstein's The Rift: The Exile 

Experience of South Africans, whic is made up of many verbatim transcripts of accounts 

about life in exile for a wide variety o ·oans:4 She interjects here and there if 
s 

only to sketch the background of he e period covered is from the 1960s to 

the early 1990s. The book has a section on tlie development of SOMAFCO and the 
University of Fort Hare . 

different components of the SC> -- -,v-op B -·~ tgailders, nurses, students, teachers, 

etc.). 

.Mozambique: From Colonialism to Revolution, 1900-1992, by A. and B. 

Isaacman is a book that examines different stages in the history of the conquest of 

Mozambique, later popular opposition, and the subsequent ejection of the Portuguese 

colonisers.5 . For the purposes of this study, the most interesting section is that which 

deals with attempts by the revolutionary movement, Frelimo, to open schools in the 

liberated zones of Mozambique. This experience parallels SOMAFCO's ownfoundation 

problems. Those joining the schools were expected to help in the teaching of the lower 

classes: "Within the liberated zones those who could read or write, however minimally, 
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taught those who could not. "6 Unfortunately, the book does not go very far in 

documenting educational matters as it only mentions the presence of these schools in a 
I ' 

perfunctory manner. It fails to grapple with the real problems and achievements of the 

educational system of the revolutionary period. In that sense it does not really contribute 

to the broader assessment of bush-schools, and falls short of comprising a credible 

comparison with SOMAFCO. 

A similar work is Society in Zimbabwe's Liberation War, Vol. 2, edited by N. 

Bhebe and T. Ranger. Chapter 5 of this book, 'Education and War', by P.M. Nare, 

examines the tentative steps by Z ------- fits members, to start a school in 

Zambia. An interesting aspect of experience was that the formation .of 

this school was preceded by the wholesale esc ile o an entire school, including · n1vers1ty o are 
teachers and students. The bo the more crucial 

problems that the school faced, like the shortage of properly qualified teaching staff,· the 

lack of proper materials and resources, the demand for a credible curriculum different 

from the old colonialist approach,. the excessive number of would-be students with typical 

discipline problems; all this accompanied by the everyday struggle to survive against the 

• elements and the environment, and against the marauding armies of Ian Smith's 

govemment.7 

Another interesting document related to this field is the ''Implementation Plan for 

Education and Training" produced by the Education Department of the African National 

Congress in May 1994, weeks after coming to power in South Africa. 8 In broad terms, 

7 



 

 

the document spells out the ANC's vision of educational restructuring for the post-

apartheid era. An examination of this issue is important when viewed in parallel to 

SOMAFCO's educational experience in order to see ifthere are any similarities or glaring 

differences. Other than technical data relating to the necessity for the setting up of 

various committees and commissions to look into the problems caused by the inequalities 

of apartheid, little in the document is clear, save to re-echo the already obvious short-

comings. Certainly, two years after it had closed, SOMAFCO, the ANC's educational 

flagship moored in exile, did not even merit a mention. 

SOMAFCO experience is eYickmt in e n1vers1ty o 
Training", which broadly charts g o tQ~ 

Framework for Education and 
Hare 
o South African education. 9 

There is also Stephen Ellis and Tsepo Sechaba's Comrades against Apartheid -

The ANC & the South African Communist Party in Exile, which makes a fleeting 

reference to SOMAFCO. Ellis and Sechaba portray SOMAFCO as more of an SACP 

vehicle to instil socialist ideals in the up and coming activists, than an ANC school in the 

full sense. They state that "the syllabus and teaching staff of the AN C's school, the 

Solomon Mahlangu Freedom College, provided an example of the Party's concern to 

make the ANC membership in its own image".10 Whilst the authors do not explore this 

very se!ious allegation, nevertheless they do open up another avenue of examination 

regarding SOMAFCO's conception and any ideological basis for its inception. The book, 
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though, does not amount to a real profile of the broader workings of the SOMAFCO 

project. In that sense it falls far short of being a helpful source on SOMAFCO, and, as 
I ' 

will be seen, detailed examination of the school does not really support their allegation. 

In relation to curriculum, Y. Nordkvelle's 'Teachers, culture, and politics: the 

.struggl~ for a free Namibia. A case-study of the Namibia Secondary Technical School' 

looks at attempts to develop a curriculum for a SW APO school in exile in the Peoples 

Republic of Congo. Mainly, it examines the influence of donor agencies and countries in 

the conception of a new curriculum, and whether their input taints the co-operative effort 

that is said ti characterise the indigenous ~-- ion d leaves the content more global 

than local.11 This paper echoes ar en s a ook , lace at and about SOMAFCO, that 

is, to what extent was the ANC. influen9ed by its donors in the drawing up not only of the 
· Un1vers1ty of Fort Hare . 
curriculum, but also in the foflTI'.~a • 0 • fi • ~ei'f!l.,@t;B .-.~~ amework, both for 

SOMAFCO, and for the Department of Education. 

This literature; whilst not amounting to a comprehensive coverage of the topic, 

will help in framing some basic understanding of life in exile, and of the various inputs of 

donor agencies, and will imply questions about ANC education policy in the aftermath of 

SOMAFCO. The thesis will, ce~ainly, fill gaps that exist in this area of study and create 

an original picture of education in exile. 

The thesis will not be a narrative on all aspects of the whole complex. It will 

concentrate on specific themes that constitute areas of ambiguity and will thereby 
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illustrate some paradoxes that lie at the heart of ANC educational thinking. Its main 

thrust will be to grapple with the complexities of reconciling ANC educational discourse . 

and the intractable problems associated with its implementation. In this fundamental 

sense, the dilemmas confronting SOMAFCO parallel those currently facing South 

African education. 

University of Fort Hare 
Together in Excellence 
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Chapter 1 

Origins and early years of SOMAFCO 

"My blood will nourish the tree that will bear the fruits of freedom. Please tell my people 
that I love them." 1 

These were Solomon Mahlangu's last words to his mother on the 6th April 1979. 

Mahlangu left South Africa with the flood of young men and women fleeing the wrath of the 

apartheid state in the aftermath of the June 1976 u rising. Having been trained by the ANC in 

fulfilment of his desire to make a contribution to the libera1fon of South Africa, he returned. on a 

military mission early in 1977. Shortly afte ---- s engaged by the police in Goch Street, 

in Johannesburg, in June 1977. in the ensuing gun battle two whites were killed. He was tried 

and for his part in the episode found 
· . Ill 

• ot death on the 8th March 1978.2 

are 
There were many appeals for a retri . ·ex&-u .e .,United Nations called on all . . 

movements and public ~rganisations to take urgent steps to save the life of Mahlangu, going to 

the extent of declaring the i 11 F~bruary 1979 a Day of International Action for Solomon 

Mahlangu. Organisations world-wide were involved in protests to demonstrate their support 

and solidarity with his cause, and to call for a. stop to the execution. 3 All was in_ vain because 

on the 6th April 1979 Solomon Mahlangu was executed. To ~how their dismay, the editorial 

comment" of the June edition of Sechaba, headlined 'Hamba Kahle Solomon Mahlangu', . . 

declared that "1?-e went to the gallows courageously and confidentlr He was aware that the 

black people of South Africa ... were behind him and indeed that the whole of progressive 

humanity supported him." This is why the ANC School near Morogoro in Tanzania was given 

12 



 

 

his name. It was another means of keeping alive the memory of a heroic young man in the 

minds of South African youth, to further the struggle of the South African people on the 

educational front and to prepare them to make a better contribution to the struggle. In other 

words, the complex came to symbolise more than its mere status as_a school but·it was further 

seen as a terrain where the educational aspirations of a :free South Africa could be conceived, 

nurtured and realised. 

Still, the immediate role of the 1976 revolts is not enough to fully explain the road to 

start with the introduction of the Bantu Education_Act in 1953 and the accompanying rhetoric of• 

thegove~gregimeatthetitn p.iversity of Fort Hare 
• • • Together in Excellence 

When Bantu Education was first introduced, the ANC considered it the most dangerous 

of the oppressive laws, and Chief Albert Luthuli, the President of the ANC, at its ~ual 

conference in December 1954, called on African parents to withdraw their children :from Bantu 

Education schools, not just temporarily but permanently. 4 Despite mass opposition and a 

protracte~ campaign led by the ANC, the Bantu Education Act remained law. Its object was to 

bring African people under direct governmental control and, secondly, to generate an adequate 

supply of African labour with sufficient·education to qualify it to occupy the poorest paid, 

unskilled and semi-skilled jobs. 5 
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Dr H.F. Verwoerd, then Minister ofNative Affairs and the true 'Architect of Apartheid', 

made his ·intentions unambiguously clear about the future of black education: 

When I have control of native education I will reform it so that natives will be . . 
taught from childhood to realise that equality with Europeans is not for them ... 
People who believe in equality are not desirable teachers for natives. ... The 
Bantu must be guided to serve his own community in all respects. There is no 
place for him in the European community above the level of certain forms of 
labour ... Until now he has been subjected to a school system which drew him 
away from his own community and misled him by showing him the green 
pastures of European society in which he is not allowed to graze. 6 

Such utterances demonstrated clearly that the---gevemment intended fostering inferior education 1 • 
for the _bl_ack people of South Africa. In essence, the state would, in applying its social 

engineering strategies, target education, the a guably could free the mind. Unlike 
• ---- • 

the other petty laws that .sought to entrench segregation the Bantu Education Act would have 

In practice this resulted-in the curta 
0 

ecfilu§a1'fKJl1it1e~r further and higher education, 

and apprenticeship and training schemes for blacks. Consequently and logically most skilled 

and managerial positions became the preserve of whites only. This highly discriminatory 

educational policy was coupled with many other forms of degradation, such as bannings and 

banislnnents, detentions without trial, deaths in detention, and states of emergency, for any who 
• 7 

dared to oppose apartheid. 

It is against this background of oppression that the Soweto uprising of 1976, which was 

to have such a strong influence on the establislnnent of SOMAFCO, took place. Black students 

and school children burst out in anger against apartheid, with the breaking point arriving when 
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Afrikaans was introduced as a medium of instruction into the already second rate education 
8 I • ' 

system. To these youngsters Afrikaans represented not only the oppressor but also a final nail 

in the educational coffin, as they would now be forced to learn a new· language accompanied by 

the necessary cultural reorientation. Much has been written about the 197 6 experience, which 

has acquired almost l~gendary status.9 Still, Lodge and Nasson aptly describe the experience 

when they state that: 

The events of 197 6-77 had turned children into leaders ... young black South 
Africans experienced an extraordm81! polit1ca ascendancy, for it was their 
actions that broke the silence of the olaer generation. Reinforcing the courage, 
moral c~rtainty, and crusading zeal of black youth was their lack of direct 
memories of the political defeats or th~ lielplitssness of black communities of an 
earlier era ... Of all generations [the , J1I!illf- ,e. ,. f S0tveto" were the least inclined 

IU '"i: }0 
to accept the limits and restrictions ot e apartheia system. 

Though their acts were ofher i ~Of> t1i u.Jhe s .... ate @ a __ • qually,determined to put 
. Toaether in Excellence 

them down by whatever means availaole .. The resulting mayhem saw hundreds detained and 

many more tortured, sometimes to the point of death. This led to many opting to go into exile to 

join the liberation organisations rather than going to jail or even facing possible death in South 

Africa. 

Suddenly the ANC found itself facing a mammoth task. Not only did they have to 

contend with a stream of youngsters, most of whom were too young to fight in the liberation 

struggle or in some cases were not keen on joining the movement's armed force, uMkhonto 

weSizwe (lvIK.), they also had to accelerate the development of an education policy which would 

spell out the necessary fundamentals in_counteracting the effects of Bantu Education. This 
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would, of necessity, have to be followed by the erection of an education facility that would serve 

two main objectives, that is, catering for the educational needs of exiled young people, and • 

developing a blueprint for an education system aspired to in a free South Africa.11 This school 

would have to act as an experimental terrain where various theories as to how a proactive, 

dynamic education system, accessible to everybody, could be put to th~ test. The school would 

also have to take its place as another avenue of struggle. Its curriculum, content and priorities 

would have to bear the distinct qualities of a revolutionary. school, being an integral part of a 

l'b • • 1 12 1 erat10n strugg e. 

Furthermore, the Freedom Cha • t for future government in South 

Africa, enshrined the ideal of an educa g people dedicated to serving the 
• 1 

interests of the country abov e d be that "The doors of 

learning and culture shall be open tG0~ &, compulsory, universal and 

equal".14 

ANC Thinking and Debates Leading to SOMAFCO 

Henry Makgoti, then Secretary for Education in the ANC, aptly characterised the basis 

of SOMAFCO. In his report on the eve of the official opening of the school in 1985, he stated: 

Solomon Mahlangu Freedom College is a cadre-training centre of the ANC. 
The problems posed by the freedom struggle in South Africa are extremely 
complex and the successful consolidation of that struggle demands cadres of a 
high quality. Here at SOMAFCO the ANC is making a modest effort to meet 
that challenge~ 15 

• . 
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This explanation outlined one of the core elements of the school, which, one could argue, was 

an idealistic anticipation of a liberated South Africa, which at the time seemed far from 

realisation. This may have lent itself to the purp9se of keeping morale high within the ranks of 

the whole ANC movement. The lead~rship had the responsibility of churning out optimistic and 

confidence boosting statements to keep hope alive. This was even more necessary in the case of 

the young people _that. .9~~-~fl:er .197_(?. __ Th~y 11~4. e:>(p~rienc;~cl extreme brutalisation and any 

wavering by the leadership would have ed to se:vere setba ks in terms of organisational focus. 

ANC. It strengthened the bond between the ANC 'old guard' composed of the exiles of the 

1960s and ~arlier, and the 'yo~ ~ ation of an educational facility 

the ANC became the logical and na ;a.19\o ex-ites. It reinforced the ANC's 

claim to be the leading organisation in the struggle for :freedom in South Africa.16 The • 

educational initiative also justified continued support for the ANC by donors, at a time when 

various political organisations :from South Africa were fighting for recognition. 

Specifically, the school was announced as opening for several reasons: 

It was to be a school where academic studies and vocational training and labour 
would be equally respected - a counter to Bantu Education - where children 
would get the best possible tuition, be free to learn the culture of their own 
people and subsequently have the opportunity to take up scholarships in 
universities and colleges in different parts of the world. Finally, they would be 
practically and intellectually equipped to make their contribution in the present 
phase of the struggle in which they are eager to participate, and to take their 
rightful place as citizens in a :free and democratic South Africa of the future. 17 
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These rather dogmatically repeated aims d_id not even begin to describe the work that had to be 

done in organising the school, planning for it and actually getting it started. Still, to get the 

project under way the Tanzanian government offered the ANC 250 acres of land at Mazimbu 

near Morogoro, for the purpose of setting up a secondary school, an acreage that was soon to be 

greatly extertded.18 At the beginning of the project only a secondary boarding school was 

envisageq. 19 There remained the question of devising a viable organisational :framework. 

Organisational Framework 

whole was becoming more organisationally laborate, :with departments and divisions mirroring 

the structures of govemment~b r • 1 aj ·.t, : e 1ng I its • 1 ·fial s ategy for the 
• · · Together in Excellence .. 

implementation ~f the school proposal, the ANC Education Department articulated three main 

aims, namely: 

-to maximise use of the resources available to the ANC through the delegation of planning 

responsibilities, thus achieving the widest possible mobilisation of members and supporters; 

- to co-ordinate and centralise this mobilisation to avoid unnecessary overlapping and repetition 

of tasks and waste ofresources; 

- to ensure that this effort remained within and determined by the agreed political nature and 

20 purpose of the school. 

These general aims were_a resul,t of broad consultation within the ANC. In the 
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immediate aftermath of the 197 6 revolts, in early 1977, education committees were set up in • 

various centres where the ANC had representation. These committees were initially meant to 

co-ordinate with international donor agencies, which wanted to give immediate help in the form 

of books, advice, supplies and :finance. These committees were relatively informal and were 

usually comprised of any individuals who were willing to volunteer their time aside from their 

regular jobs. With the escalating number of exiles the ANC went further and developed 

committees in other centres where they had representation. With the need for more committees 

it be~ame obvious that the ANC had to think of starting 

from the previously existing Department of Professiona 

behind a fully-fkdged department, Sech 

. 

Education Department, separate • 

odies. In explaining the reasoning 

Reacting to the crisis whle i t '1 T&e ANC has decided to 
streamline its machinezy, depattiM n · a M ~depa · , enl . dealing with various 
aspects of our work. The creation of the Department of Education and Culture was 
one move. With South Africa embroiled in an educational crisis, it was created to 
meet the demands of our people. The formation of this Department is ·an attempt to 
meet this chall~nge and to create an alternative to Bantu Education. The decision of 
the NEC of the ANC to establish last year the Department of Education and Culture is 
symptomatic of the new revolutionary phase of the struggle against apartheid, heralded 
by the armed struggle and the adoption in 1969 [Morogoro Declaration] of 'The 
Strategy and Tactics of the South African Revolution'. Whereas previously 
educational work had mainly been concerned with scholarship, the new situation 
demanded a system of education which was an integral part of the Revolutionary 
Movement.21 

The task of the committees was djrectly linked to the idea of opening the school and was geared 

to that purpose. Part of their brief was the difficult project of developing syllabi and teaching 

materials. These committees were located in London, New York, Dar es Salaam and Lusaka.22 

The main centre was London where curriculum development, resourcing, policy discussion and 
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material dissemination took place. 

In delegating the process, further committees were established. These were mainly 

geared to achieving the overall aims not only of the school but also of the ANC as a liberation 

movement. These committees were divided into Basic Planning, Co-ordination, Education, and 

Political Issues. The Basic Planning Committee was tasked with broad general issues in the 

project. These included basic education, extra mural activities, political education, catering, 

domestic work and social welfare. The Co-oraination Committee's main task was to co-

ordinate the logistics of particular aspeats covered by the Planning Committees. Further, they 
i~ 

looked at consiru(;tion and phvsical matcria 1~1~l~Ysl curricula and teaching materials· and ., ' 

students. For the purpose of accessibility these co ·ttees were to be based in Dar_ es Salaam. 

The Education Committee, o. :r T"""" ,. .... - .,. f the work of all the 
To ether in Excellence 

committees. It was responsible for bringing all the proposals into one coherent scheme~ The 

Political Committee was responsible for the political direction of the school.23 These were their 

functions on paper but, predictably, in a project of this complexity, the roles tended to mesh 

together in practice. 

The actual process of starting up the school depended on two things, namely, the 

recruitment of workers (teachers and builders); and the number of students waiting in the wings 

to join the school. 
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Building SOMAFCO 

To get the project under way several people were coopted or recruited. The Planning 

Committee set out ground rules for the recruitment of workers and volunteers. For prospective 

teachers the ANC offered transportation to the school for the teacher and his or her family, 

accommodation, basic supplies, such as food, toiletry, cutlery, etc., a meagre monthly 

allowance, and an undertaking to provide for annual visits to relatives or to receive visits from 

24 them. 

For the critical purpose of overs . ment of the initial in:frastruc1.ure the 
• I 

ANC secured the services of Oswald, ' ,__ project man~ger. Dennis had qualified 

as a civil e.ngineer in the Ge I an th only six other workers · 
o 5 xce ence . 

they started working in Mazimbu m • There was ·an old sisal estate on the site , 

donated by the Tanzanian government, and of that only two dilapidated structures were left. 

These had neither windows nor doors. There was also no running water, electricity nor ceilings 

in the houses.26 From these apparently inauspicious beginnings SOMAFCO grew. There were, 

however, many problems that kept occurring, stemming· mainly from the difficulty of keeping 

supplies flowing regularly. . 

Some Tanzanian firms contracted to provide materials took lengthy periods to deliver. 

There are many examples in the archives of letters from Dennis and his colleagues to the 

suppliers, drawing attention to such del~ys.27 Dennis also had to consult widely with the 
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structures of the ANC on progress at the school and on his intermittent requirements for skilled 

manpower. In a typical letter to Rusty Bernstein in London, he reported on the magnitude of the 

work in Mazimbu, stating that he "estimate[ s] the finished complex including vocational 

training, workshops~ etc. will be in the region of 10 million dollars". He ~er stated that 

"apart from architectural and building work, we have over 200 students (1981) in great need of 

politfoal education. There is also a great deal of artistic talent amongst the students, which 

needs to be developed."28 One is immediately struck by the compacted nature of this letter, 

alluding within a few sentences to the complex and variecl nature of the responsibilities placed 

on people leading the work in SOMAF<CO. The_se progress reports had to contain as much 

i..11fo1mation as possible in the little space a~ s t I sustah the interest of everybody, 

even thos.e outside Mazimbu. The more information they _contained and the more constituencies 

T • they appealed to the better th • s of the need for help. 
Together in Excellence 

The earliest students arrived in SOMAFCO in 1977, right at the inception of the project. 

These students were also instrumental in clearing the land upon which SOMAFCO was to be 

built. Amongst them was Titus, who arrived in East Africa in 1977; 

I came straight to Mazimbu when I arrived in Tanzania. There was just bush 
everywhere. About fifty of us, all students, went to work clearing the bush and 
helping in the renovation ... We improvised a school. Those of us who had 
completed their matriculation levels at home assisted ... [in] teach[ing] the junior 
students?9 

These were the humble beginnings of the secondary school. Proper building of the school 

complex started in 1979 and late in that year students and staff were able to move into the first 

completed donnitory block.30 fu these conditions some rooms were used as classrooms and 
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• others served as accommodation for both staff and students. Still, there was a major problem 

with staffing. For the first four years of the school's existence from 1978 to mid-1982 the entire 

staff of SOMAFCO was composed of South African exiles, members of the ANC. Very few 

"7ere qualified teachers, many being graduates without teaching qualifications, and about half 

were post matriculation students awaiting scholarships in other countries. Eventually, some 

volunteer teachers were recruited from the Netherlands, Sweden, and the UK to teach the 

Natural Sciences, English and Geography. They were carefully selected on the basis both of 

their qualifications and of their commi o ffie Soulli African struggle. 31 

curriculum to match the aspirations of the meeting of the Joint Committees, in 

October 1978, named the Natio i • 1- ID ' 81 , was geared mainly at 
To • ether in Excellence 

drafting the conceptual framework of e Education Department.· From that would emanate a 

draft ANC policy on education. The process of developing a curriculum more compatible with 

the precepts of the policy framework would be the next logical step. At the end of this first 

Council meeting, each.regional education committee was allocated syllabi to prepare over a 

specific timeframe.32 These were to be presented at the next meeting, which took place in April 

1979. The drafts were given to the members to study and they quickly produced a description 

of priority areas so far mapped out. The curriculum would encompass ten priority subjects. 

These would be Mathematics, General Science, Biology, Physical Geography, Agricultural 

Science, History, History of the Liberation Struggle, Literature, Development of the South 

African Liberation Struggle (later tenne~ the Development of Societies) and English. 33 On the 
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subject of South African indigenous languages, it was felt that ~ese should be "taught mainly to 

acquaint the students with the similarities of the various languages. By this, it is hoped, the 

divisive attitudes that have been inculcated in the minds of our people will be greatly reduced~" 

Other subjects mentioned were the Performing Arts, Arts and Crafts, and foreign languages like 

French and Portuguese. The ANC Health Department came forward with a draft syllabus on 

personal hygiene and public health, food and nutrition, and first aid. There was also a draft 

syllabus on journalism from the London Co~ttee .. It was hoped that, later on, when some of 

the people undergoing training came back, ess-mfilang and design, carpentry, plumbing, 

building and building maintenance, wo ld be introduced as subjects at the School.34 

The third NEDUC meeting held ame with more organised statistics on 

progress in curriculwn developme"H .. r; ~ polfaj1 , • oted that the entry of 
• Together in Excellence 

students for Tanzanian examinations planned for 1980 should be abandoned and candidates 

withdrawn. Instead form V would be entered for University of London G.C.E. 'O' level 

examinations from June 1981 onwards. Specifically, they would be examined in English 

Language, Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Biology and Geography. The ANC would conduct 

its own examinations for History, Development of Societies and Literature.35 The main i:eason 

for abandoning the Tanzanian examinations was the problem oflanguage. In Tanzania Ki-

Swahili is an official language which is also compulsory for promotion from one level to the 

next. Also, much teaching in Tanzania is done in ki-SwahiH, and as a result there is an 

inevitable.bias in favo~ ~fSwahili speakers.36 Nonetheless, the result of this decision was to 

link SOMAFCO with a British style of ~xamination as, for instance, are many of the 
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international schools to be found in African capitals, catering largely for the children of 

expatriates. 

Emanating from one recommendation of the third NEDUC meeting, a Curriculum 

Development and Planning Unit (CDP) was set up. In justifying its existence, its aim was stated 

to be to develop "a genuine curriculum programme for liberation so thatthe present demands 

our people are able to confront ~e enemy with, must be in line with the thinking of our 

organisation and the experiences it is gaining at soMAFao. "37 It was also stated that advances 

already a9hieved by ZAPU and SW APO in the rimary school syllabus, should be used as ·the 

. 
relevant structures. The CDP s ~ 0,W g - - . , ting agency-in the actual 

Together in Excellence 
drawing up and development of curricular material. The teacher, it was argued, would always 

be central in the process. Following panels and seminars on these issues conducted with 

teachers and other stakeholders, CDP would compile the outcome. Thus there would always be 

ongoing innovation at SOMAFCO "or any of our future schools which we hope will come into 

. . fu 1138 ex1stence· m ture. 

The work on curric1:1lum development came to a standstill when the ANC Education 

Policy document was questioned in the 1982 Curriculum Development Workshop held at 

SOMAFCO. This controversy over policy was resolved at the August 1983 National Education 

Council meeting.39 The CDP work from this stage onwards was clearly tabulated. It consisted 
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of: 

- recruiting more members into the curriculum committees, 

constituting curriculum consultancy work groups of specialists in various fields· of 

curriculum development, 

- recruiting and recommending for training personnel who would specialise in particular areas 

of curriculum development, 

planning for comprehensive research on SOMAFCO problems and evaluating the school's 

achievements in its first five years, an , finally '/ 

- producing a second edition of the SG>MAFCO syllabus handbook.40 
• 

Another problem was lack of textboClks in line with ANC education policy. The 

department was tasked with HaL -.-.t'"'I·, ...... J.. iy in History. In the 
Together in Excellence 

meantime teachers improvised, and sometimes used local Tanzanian materials. It was easier 

with the sciences as donor agencies from Britain and the Scandinavian countries kept a regular 

1 fl . 41 suppy owmg. 

When the ANC was originally planning the education facility, only a secondary school 

was envisaged. The primary school was an incidental creation, because after the secondary 

school got under way "the population became aware of the fact that there were some 20 young 

children who should be at school. A 'teacher' took them in hand early in 1980 and a school 

began to take shape. "42 It was almost a natural progression that a nursery school and a day care 

centre should follow in 1981.43 
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From here on SOMAFCO began to take even bigger strides in its development. With 

generous contributions from international agencies like UNDP, SIDA, UN CHS, ARDHI, 

CUSO, OXFAM, DUIA, DUF, and many others, the work took on a life of its own. Several 

important ANC activities began to be held in SOMAFCO with regular visits from its leaders. A 

scholarship programme was also set up for those students who wanted to pursue tertiary studies 

• overseas.44 Most of those who took up this opportunity would later come back to make their . 

contribution to the school. Of course there were those studlents who could not take the 

disciplined lifestyle of the school and iliese were finally expelled. 45 This could be expected in 

proved an opportunity which led them in di:t ctions that they could not possibly have envisaged 

in the South African contexts i: Foine.t Hare 
Together in Excellence 
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Chapter2 

The Background of the SOMAFCO Community, iii Particular the Early 

Teaching Recruits. 

The SOMAFCO project was an ambitious undertaking. This meant that after planning, the 

next step, a demanding one, would be to examine the proper mechanisms for populating the place. 

fu this regard several aspects had to be ke t in mind: amon st them, that there was, as yet, no 

permanent source of funding, which required that those co- pted or persuaded to work there should 

have a level of purpose and commitment to • ,: e ANC that would enable them to remain 

realisation that conditions would be ~e • t · at ain o the project, consistent with 
· IllV O ar 

tropical conditions, would be tough rr. =, 't« o went to work there at the early 

stages empµasise this necessity to consider such conditions seriously in deciding to go to 

Mazimbu.2 Most note th~ initial hardships they experienced, but their resilience and the capacity to 

face up to the challenges set them apart from those who crumbled and gave up. In response to the 

question of how she or others felt about coming to SOMAFCO, a teacher said that she: . 

quite liked the challenge that we were faced with, ... the demands make them grow, even 
when they are not aware that they are growing. Their experiences are unique in one way . 
... They are asked to be creative, to have an initiative to do things ... that they have never 
done before. 3 

In recruiting teachers, the ANC sent out communiques to all its missions around the world, 

encouraging people to come and be part of the project.4 Initially, those targeted were people of 
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South African origin, to such an extent that some of the invitations were sent to internal 

underground structures· in South Africa. 5 Following the resolutions of the third National Education 

Council (NEDUC) meeting held from 14-18 August 1980, the guiding principle was that 

all recruits to the SOMAFCO project fully unde~stand and are committed to the role of the 
ANC as a liberation movement whose only resources derive from the sacrifices and selfless 
devotion of the oppressed South African masses themselves. Services to SOMAFCO 
therefore must be seen not as favour to the ANC but as a modest contribution and privilege 
to serve oneself and ones own people. 6 

material rewards, but should r_ather do it as his or her own contribution to the struggle. The same 

1. Professionally qualified ;i\ill[eI ity of Fort Hare 
Toqether in Excellence 

2. South African supporters of the ANC 

3. Non-South African allies and supporters of the ANC with proper professional qualifications.7 

These categories were developed to impose some system on recruitment criteria. The first 

set out the ideal candidates for the job. The second acknowledged that whilst the ANC had a vast 

pool of educated supporters, they were not all be trained teachers: hence the omission of 

'professional' in this instance. Also, this category implicitly acknowledged that by 1980, the date on 

which the document was written, there was a substantial number of matriculated students at 

SOMAFC0 who, whilst awaiting scholarships to study abroad, and in view of the dire shortage of 

teachers, could help with the teaching of some of the classes. The third criterion set out to tap the 
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ANC's very wide support base amongst solidarity groups all over the world. If the ANC was to 

satisfy its intention of promoting the teaching and learning 'of the 'hard' sciences, which the • 

apartheid government had discouraged and in which there were very few South African t~achers 

from backgrounds likely to be favourable to the liberation struggle, it stood to reason that the most 

likely individuals for this task would probably be drawn from those foreign supporters with a 

solidarity background. Overall, teachers and their work were recognised as "the very pillar upon 

which the realisation" of the aim of the project lay.8 The success or otherwise of the school was 

seen to depend on getting the best possible people~who would be able to transcend the decades of 

inferior instruction, and who would be able t instil new virtues and goals whilst simultaneously 

building the confidence of the students. 

prospective teachers will 
xcellence 

up to tlierr tenure there, the various reasons for 

being in exile, and the bureaucratic processes involved in enrolling as volunteers. The emphasis 

will be on the earliest members, who had.to play the difficult yet exciting pioneering role, requiring 

great patience and the resolve to overcome whatever obstacles came their way. 

The most striking aspect of the first batch of teachers was their peculiar sense of adventure. 9 

They all realised that conditions in Tanzania would be hard, but the thought of assisting the fight 

against ap~eid through teaching was attractive even to those who might have regarded 

themselves as pacifists or as not having the stomach or will to engage in military resistance. Others 

had long ago taken their stand against apartheid education. Mrs Njobe was amongst these. She and 
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her husband left South Africa in the late fifties, a few years after Bantu Education had been 

promulgated. As a trained teacher with university education she had watched as the apartheid 

machinery set about efficiently and uncompromisingly breaking down the structures of black 

education, putting in its place crude scraps bandied about as the appropriate lot for second class 

citizens. Finding it hard to endure this onslaught, and with her husband increasingly on the 

opposite side of the law, they realised that they had to look elsewhere if they wanted to continue 

plying their trade. At about this time Dr. K wame Nlrnunah was seeking qualified African teachers 

to assist in the rebuilding of the recently independent unan . They took up that challenge and 

moved to Ghana. Over the years they went o~ teach i:nofuer African countries like Nigeria and 

Zambia. Mrs. Njobe's experience in these p~ er yearn to be part of the SOMAFCO 

experiment when she heard of its inception. " aving come across children who had grown up 

having never experienced raciaLbJ1P. s-· i . wl{g ~ e e~ _· : l~~ d encouraged to exercise 
• Tog_ether in Excellence 

their faculties to the fullest" made her tffink of these displaced South African children in 

SOMAFCO. She thus took up a place in the school as a biology teacher in September 1979, a few 

th ft . . dto mon s a er tuition starte . 

Andre Proctor's route to SOMAFCO was somewhat different. His time as a student at the 

University of Cape Town and the University of the Witwatersrand had exposed him to the various 

layers of struggle, and in the process he realised that he could not accept the status quo. The 

deciding factor was the arrival of his draft papers ordering him to report for his military service in 

the South African Defence Force. In response to this he and his wife crossed to Botswana, where 

he thus became probably the first draft dodger to escape from South Africa. Here he became part of 
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the small South African exile community, and he also formally joined the ANC. He spent a few 
I ' 

years here until he also heard of the opening of the school in Tanzania. He heeded that call and 

arrived in ~OMAFCO at the beginning of 1980.11 

The army also called up John Pampallis. Having been through basic training and having 

been part of a few manoeuvres he could not shake off the feeling of the gross misdeeds of • 

apartheid.12 Thinking that the army had finished with him, he was in fact again called up, as a 

sergeant. This prompted him to leave Souffi Africa and take to the road in Europe and the 

Americas, and then to seek more permanent refuge elsewhere. This was not done clandestinely, but 

. . 
heard, through the ANC presenc • . __: atJll-.::Co'"'-...._ ... ,L,e ~ IDp ning o -n ' = CO and the call for 
. . _ __ . _ Togetb~r in Excellgncg . 
teachers. He moved there with his wife in early 1980. Like Mrs. Njobe, Proctor and Pampallis 

were highly qualified individuals (both with honours and masters degrees), who could have easily 

lived comfortably anywhere in the world, but they chose the uncertainty of SOMAFCO. Their 

overriding wish was to contribute however they could to the struggle against apartheid. Others of 

course were, at the wish of the ANC, redeployed to SOMAFCO from other sectors of the 

movement. 

Another interesting dynamic about these teachers is their relatively comfortable 

background. As one recruit puts it, for him "it came down to a very simple choice about South 

Africa, and that was either live and not partake any more of this, among other things, unwanted 
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privilege, rather go and be poor somewhere else, or do something about it, and then I was offered 

this opportunity or asked or recruited or caught in the web ... and it came together at that moment 

of those kinds ofthoughts."14 Clearly the motivatio:p: of this teacher, Richard Jurgens, was that of 

conscientious objection to the excesses of apartheid privilege, which others were taking for 

granted. This also raises the important role of the underground structures of the ANC in 

universities where the left tendencies of some students were exploited to convince them to assist 

the mass-democratic movement, and to combat the machinery of government propaganda. There 

is a certain irony in the privileged products of white lib~ral universities, mostly from well to do 

_families, turning towards an institution dedicated to the oVJerthrow of the educational status quo. 

· Social priv~lege,-it is clear; ·does not-always d~ ,~~·: olitical action. 

Most of these individual . iongqt ·-~err , la-yed an important part in the 
. . • Togpther. in E c lence . . 

proJect. Mrs. NJobe's husband was tlie rust pnnc1pa o e scl:iool. John Pampalhs's wife, Karin, 

whilst a Canadian national, did not hold back and dirtied her hands as well. Initially she became 

secretary of the Scholarship Committee. Here she helped the Principal in liasing with the Dar es 

Salaam-Education Secretariat in the Office of the Chief Representative, in the difficult task of 

apportioning scholarships to those students who had graduated from secondary school. Later she 

joined the construction office as secretary to the project manager, Oswald Dennis. In this 

capacity she practically ran his office, taking care of orders, correspondence, filing and all 

general office work. So meaningful was her contribution that her portfolio was later upgraded to 

thatof full assistant to Dennis.15 

36 



 

 

Proctor's wife, due to recurrent ill health, could not be employed at SOMAFC0.16 In this 

respect she· was not alone. Many of SOMAFCO's recruits' had to battle bouts of debilitathlg 

illness, more often than not malaria. The clinic was one attempt to combat the constant health 

problems. This of course did not stop the prevalence of sickness, and in these earliest stages a 

number of people were forced to leave as a result of ill health. Two teachers, for instance, were 

forced to leave because of the continuous illness of their spouses.17 Recruits were also shaken by 

the continuous ill health of their children.18 This applied particularly to those living in difficult 

conditions in Morogoro, where children were exposed to ai very unhealthy environment.19 Also, 

at these earliest stages, food was preparetl in the open veldt, under trees, in essentially unhygienic 

. 
tropics~ were prone to recurrem.t utN ~8 ,...FY1._.~E'161""l1'ilil'r'm~ 

Together in Excellence 

There were those teachers who came to SOMAFCO from different areas within the ANC 

network. Amongst these was Douglas Ramaphosa. He had been immersed in the 1976 wave of 

resistance to apartheid and, like thousands of others, found himself in detention in a South 

African prison, spending time in the cells of the dreaded police station at John Vorster Square. 21 

The time he spent there raised his political awareness as brutalisation at the hands of the police 

brought detainees closer together and made them resilient and even more committed to the idea 

of a free South Africa. Though after detention he was able to resume his life and find a well 

paying job, his contacts with people from the ANC underground encouraged him to abandon his 

cover and flee the country. Even though he was not a qualified teacher, he had heard of the 
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pressing need for staff, and therefore decided to go to SOMAFCO as a teacher.22 

Patrick Mtshawulana had graduated from Fort Hare and was supporting his family by 

working as a prosecutor in Bizana, Transkei. After the events of_June 1976 he decided.to give up 

his job. For him "it was clear that the time had come for young people of my age to join the 

struggle, to join the ANC which was leading the struggle, to avert and avoid that people should 

spontaneously rise up as they were doing in Soweto, without leadership, which cost so many 

lives. "23 Having convinced a magistrate-to give him-a-travel document to go to Swaziland to 

visit relatives, he left South Africa in September 1976. From Swaziland he went to Mozambique 

background he later became a o , 1980 he was recruited to 

SOMAFCO• h Hi i .., ence come to , to teac sto 

Phetu Serote's route from South Africa took her to Botswana where she stayed for five 
-

years working as a teacher. She had obtained her teaching qualification in South Africa under 

very difficult conditions. Then, through the involvement of her husband in politics, she left the 

countrytojo~him in Botswana. She arrived in SOMAFCO in 1983 to work as a teacher in the 

25 secondary school. 

For Thami Mali the route to exile came about when he found himself facing trial in two 

different cases. In the first one, together with Albertina Sisulu, he was charged with 
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contravening section 6 of the Terrorism Act, by furthering the aims of a banned organisation, the 

African National Congress. He was found guilty and sentenced ~o five years imprisonment. 

Whilst still appealing against this sentence he was arrested on another unrelated issue. On being 

released on bail he decided to leave the country as prospects of facing a long jail term loomed 

large. This was in 1980, and outside the country he made his way to Lusaka, where after his 

debriefing he joined a military training camp in Angola, at Mpamgo. Later, in 1987, he came 

back to Lusaka to work in regional military logistics. A year later he was asked to leave the army 

and join S<;)MAFCO, as in his previous life in South :Afriea he had been a teacher. Reluctant 

though he was to leave the army, he agreed, and in FebflliVY 1988 he arrived in SOMAFCO to 

military background. As a C in political commitment and 

morale, the feeling must have been a tt wo • g 1o ~£.ethe motivation and discipline that 

was part and parcel of army life. Also, 1988 was a time in SOMAFCO's history when there were 

many upheavals. The bulk of students who arrived after the 1985 wave of unrest in the country 

brought with them certain elements of divisiveness. At this stage when some students started 

forming themselves into cliques, and students born in exile began to get labels that set them apart 

from the rest of the student population. Thus, Mali's appointment as a Commissar, it was hoped, 

would inculcate deeper political discourse and dispel petty rivalries emanating from South 

Afr. 26 1ca. 

These teacher profiles show that the people who went to teach at SOMAFCO were not 
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necessarily heroes, but ordinary people who wanted to play a meaningful role in the struggle for a 

new vision of education. These are the people who fulfilled the basic tenets for viable recruits as 

set out in the resolution of the second NEDUC meeting held in April 1979.27 

Of course, for teachers' skills to be put to real use there had to be a well structured 

teaching programme.· This was elaborated by the committees set up to examine areas like 

curriculum development and syllabi. From the earliest Education Council meeting held in 

Mazimbu in October 1978, these aspects came up or oiscussion. The issues that received 

particular attention were how to deal adequately with "revolution within education". NEDUC 

dealing with the development of the South ~ frican liberation struggle. It was to be one of the 

compulsory subjects to be tauti{ all · i yfo 1s. alfen'dlu " C School so that they 
• To ether in Excellence . 28 became aware of the history and deve opment of the struggle including its tactics. This subject 

was History of the Struggle, which in the main dealt with the history of the ANC, the histories of 

other politi_cal parties and movements, and the role of formations like the Afrikaner Broederbond. 

It also examined the relationship between the political and armed struggles and the role of the 

students at SOMAFCO in the whole situation. The course was based on the idea that the armed 

struggle is central to the revolution, and at the same time that it could never advance 

without the political struggle.29 

At first glance it is easy to see the motivation behind these requirements. As a school 

operating in the abnormal conditions of armed struggle, the morale and direction of the students 
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had to be honed to adhere to revolutionary necessities. Also, because in South Africa access to 
I ' 

knowledge about the deeds of African martyrs in struggle against oppression was prohibited or 

presented in a skewed manner it was required that the ANC take bold steps to remedy this 

through education. However the question is to what extent was this kind of endeavour different 

to its predecessor in trying to mould a stereotypical student, through what could be construed as 

propagandist education? Was this education simply a reverse-image of what students were 

experiencing in South Africa? It can be argued that, ideally,- students' best chance of developing 

enquiring and critical minds would be to offer all s1aes of a debate and then allow them to decide 

on issues for themselves. 

SOMAFCO. Generally, stud SOMAFCO allowed them 
_ _ ____ '[ogether in Excellence 

to develop a very strong sense of their individuality and their pface iri-the world. Through 

vigorous student participation in class discussion they were able to develop confidence and were 

made aware of developments in the world and how these affected them. 30 They also felt the 

SOMAFCO atmosphere made them grow up quickly and not be preoccupied with the usual 

teenage angst and pursuits.31 The merits and demerits of this are debatable, but what cannot be 

ignored is that these students were markedly better off than their counterparts in South Africa.-

The ANC was involved in a life-and-death struggle, and it would be unrealistic to expect that its 

school would completely adhere to the liberal educational ideas of more settled and peaceful 

communities. Bearing the context in mind, the accounts of students and teachers indicate that the 

educationa~ experience at SOMAFCO demonstrated a remarkable level of intellectual openness 
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and tolerance. 

Another educational area deemed crucial was literature. The feeling of the school 

authorities was that what was available needed broadening. It was felt that all 'acceptable' books, 

be they Russian, French, German or whatever could be used so long as they were available in 

English translation. 32 This outlook was later further developed. From form I to form V central 

themes were developed which overtly served a political agenda. These, in the words of the 

NEDUC document, were "disintegratio oftraaifaona so iety, the emergence of political 

sufferings, from defensive to offensive - challenging - apneals to demands, and finally 

·· ---··- ·-confrontation"~.ll_Specific-books·were- __________ f these themes-highlighting the message 

to be imparted. One distinct aspect of the books used was that the majority were by African 

writers and a few were revolu • o 1 • bm tire orld like Chile, Cuba, 
• Together in Excellence 

Palestine and the USSR. The usual classical writers in the English language like Shakespeare, 

Lawrence, ) oyce, and Hardy were never used. Again, the merits and demerits of this are highly 

debatable. When one considers that these great writers dealt with just about every theme, from 

pacifism to war, puritanism to eroticism, oppression to revolution, it seems that the approach 

was, to a certain extent, blinkered and geared particularly for a narrowly interpreted socialist 

agenda.34 However, the context within which the school operated to some extent explains this 

narrowness of approach. Until late in its history, the main supporters of the school and those 

who offered scholarships came from the Eastern Bloc and the Scandinavian countries. The West, 

with the exception of the Scandanavians whose largely social - democratic governments 

sometimes flirted mildly with the Marxist left, not only ignored the school and offered no 
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scholarships; they still supported apartheid South Africa and branded the ANC a terrorist 

organisation.35 It is thus not.surprising that the school's approach tended to lean towards ·a 

Marxist oriented outlook. 

A~can languages were taught at the elementary level, mainly to enable students to 

follow and understand conversation. 36 This lack of emphasis on indigenous languages highlights 

the continuing attempt by the ANC to stifle any 'tribalistic' or ethnic tendencies within its ranks 

in pursuance of its avowedly non-racial 

Three basic curriculum groupin 

Social Sciences, and Communication and Culture. This was in line with attempts to create 

complete beings who would reg~ • ffie Sj .ie~cj s . Cltll<lllW as agains~attempts to do the opposite 
To • ether in Excellence 

in contemporary South Africa. Indee , it would seem that many students did grow to love the 

sciences and not to regard them as beyond the African intellect.37 Briefly, the Natural Sciences 

consisted of Mathematics, General Sciences, Biology and Agriculture; Social Sciences were 

made up of History and Development of Societies; and Communication and Culture comprised · 

English, Literature and South African languages. Under Communication and Culture were also 

grouped the performing arts and arts and crafts, and foreign languages. 38 The other para-

educational areas identified were health and physical development, integrated environmental 

study, administrative and practical skills and other vocational training programmes.39 

It seems that the planners were quite forward looking in these earliest proposals for the 
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overall Mazimbu Complex, when it is considered that this was 1978 and the overriding 

requirement of the ANC at the time_was, simply, to build a secondary school to absorb the influx 

of youngsters from South Africa. At this stage other areas like the nursery, kindergarten, 

primary school and the maternity section were not even considered. They came into existence 

later when numbers swelled and SOMAFCO became the central educational institution of the 

ANC. Suddenly the ANC found itself with a facility around which all their children could be 

gathered and looked after in an environment whose political orientation it controlled. Also, they 

could exploit the growing guilt of the world recently dismayed by media images of South African 

state brutality, and shocked by the obvious state slaying o:fBlack Consciousness leader, Steve 
IN VIDE 

Biko. This was the time to show the world • , : t C was not me~ely a warlike structure 

fighting the apartheid regime, but was a 'broad church' hich also had a civilian training centre in 

the form of a school. With thi~ ·e fla:ce • , ~y o • tgro eed to garner more support, 
• • o ether in Ex ellence . 

even from those who had previous y fe t uncomfortab e supporting a liberation organisation 

involved in a military struggle.40 Thus the curriculum was based on a recognition that the ANC 

had multiple tasks at hand that needed to be reflected in the school project. 

These tasks also involved finding gainful employment through vocational training for ex-

MK combatants, popularly known as Mgwenyas, who were located in Kongwe, Tanzania, with 

no particular prospects for the future. Most of them had been in Nelson Mandela's Luthuli 

Detachment of 1962 which formed the core of :MK. 41 Also, vocational training would assist 

younger MK veterans who had sustained either physical or psychological scars and were not fit 

to return to the army. Additionally, and rather conveniently, the camp-like structure of the 
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