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G f̂fjcial notification o f his appointment arrived. 
Everyone looked forward to the coming term. But at 
the end o f Decem ber Sococe had still not returned 
from the two-week holiday he had given himself, and 
it was not until the new year that we learned o f his 
death at the hands o f terrorists on a road south of 
Nampula.

Why Not Sing in Makua
The history o f the Mozambican school is the history 
o f the war which has devastated it. Y et there is 
another, more difficult, story to tell, that is the per
sonal histories o f all the people who make up the 
educational system and their significance for change 
and development. The story I have in mind involves 
an account o f four aspects o f contemporary Mozam
bican history: colonialism, traditional society, town 
life and revolution.

Teachers’ Day will soon be here and the boarding 
school students are rehearsing. The blond English 
teacher from Europe has just come up with a sugges
tion which, after some initial doubts, is enthusiasti
cally espoused: the ensemble will go round the old 
‘native’ quarter on the island and perform at each dis
trict assembly point. So, under the Headmaster’s 
supervision, they are busily polishing up their reper
toire o f songs from the armed struggle. Many are 
beautiful, at once rhythmical and melodious. All o f 
them are written for several parts; most o f the lyrics 
are in Portuguese. During one o f the pauses, while 
the pupils are larking about someone breaks into a 
local song in Makua. The others join in. The tempo 
picks up and before long the whole room is rocking. 
The music is punctuated with footstamping, whist
ling and laughter. The words, from the little I can un
derstand, are on the bawdy side. It is a sort o f ballad 
in which the lead singer is allowed to improvise a 
good deal between the choruses which everyone 
seems to enjoy so much.

When it is over 1 suggest enthusiastically that there 
should be a few songs like that in their repertoire. 
The pupils giggle and glance awkwardly at the Head
master. It’s an ‘up-country’ song, they tell me, what 
the country people sing. After a short discussion I 
realize that neither they nor the Headmaster think it 
is the sort o f song that should be included. It is popu
lar, yes, but only among simpler folk. It does not 
show the people’s good side. One must by all means 
respect popular culture, but this . . .  this is not cul
ture! Everyone is looking for the real reason. The 
Muslims on the island — in effect the entire popula
tion — wouldn’t approve o f such a song, they insist. I 
give way: o f course we can’t let the pupils go round

singing a song that will bring shame on the whole 
school, especially not on Teachers’ Day.

The situation was complicated, to say the least. 
One factor was the Headmaster. H e had attended 
the ‘liceu’, a State grammar school, which made him 
one o f the very few Blacks to go on from mission 
school to the State-run colonial education sy stem -a  
system reserved primarily for Whites.

The years o f humiliation in the white masters’ 
school had marked him deeply. On the one hand, he 
carried the painful experience o f what daily submis
sion to the White Man’s Culture entails: mortifica
tion, inadequacy, survival through adaptation. On 
the other hand, he still cherished a deep admiration 
for things European, and fdr the ‘culture’ which he 
had in spite o f everything attempted — not without 
success -  to make his own. By the same token, he de
spised the peasant society he had left behind. For 
him, this conflict o f interests was a living dilemma. 
Above all, he seemed to have adopted a belief in the 
kind o f hierarchical system he had himself lived 
under during his school days.

In my eyes he epitomized one o f the many prob
lems facing the Mozambican Revolution. He 
seemed to see the school’s problems — and him self— 
from a colonial standpoint. In his mouth, the politi
cal language used by the Party and Ministry to define 
the school’s goals turned into rhetoric o f the kind 
one was trained to in colonial times. Although he re
ally had nothing to say, he would talk at great length 
at parents’ and teachers’ meetings, oblivious o f the 
deepening silence and growing sense o f oppression 
around him. This was his chance to display the bril
liant rhetorical skills so highly valued by the colonial 
educational establishment, but at which he was prob
ably never quite as good as the White students.

For him ‘the people’ were an abstraction. H e re
garded country children with suspicion. It was easy 
to dissociate himself from their songs, particularly if 
it could be done in the people’s name. How rep
resentative he was I do not know. Neither the Party 
nor the provincial directorate in Nampula were 
happy with him.

This aspect o f Mozambican history lives on in the 
teaching profession. The kindest o f teachers has only 
to enter the classroom to be transformed into a mar
tinet -  simply because this was the role o f all author
ity under colonialism. Strict discipline was also re
sorted to by new, inexperienced teachers who did 
not yet know how to organize their classes.

The colonial heritage is perhaps most strongly evi
dent in people’s relationship to the Portuguese lan
guage. There is widespread admiration for any 
rhetorical, abstract, grammatical use o f the language, 
which is, if anything, reinforced by many teachers’ 
deficient command o f Portuguese. How much of

142



this new approaches in teacher-training will be able 
to change is an open question. Some o f the new 
teachers I met at my school were able to support in
novations in the curriculum, while others quickly 
adapted themselves — as teachers here at home nor
mally do — to the existing school traditions. A par
ticular difficulty in finding new teaching approaches 
was many teachers’ inadequate knowledge o f the 
material. The country’s enforced poverty was an ad
ditional obstacle: the shortage o f books outside 
Maputo made it hard for even the most ambitious 
teacher to improve himself.

For the students in the song ensemble, however, 
the problem o f the folk song was quite a different 
one.

The expansion o f the school system in Mozam
bique is a mammoth social project. In the coun
tryside it involves the introduction of an institution 
the community has had no experience of, at least not 
in the same form. Teaching takes place in Por
tuguese, the national language, but one which few 
children speak. But there is another kind o f know
ledge children must first learn: the fact that schools 
exist at all, that there are timetables to be kept. They 
must master the difficult art o f waiting, o f controlling 
one’s body and o f sitting still. Almost all o f the coun
try children in the boarding home belong to the trad
itional society. They carry it inside them and yet have 
cut themselves o ff from it.

The boarders were good enough scholastically to 
go up from primary to secondary school and were 
again selected in the 6 th grade to go on successively 
to the 7th, 8 th and 9th grades. They were the 
school’s children. During the last three or four years 
they had lived at different boarding homes and only 
visited their families in the holidays. They had had 
more political education than the other pupils. They 
were the school’s elite corps. The song and dance en
sembles as well as most o f the other organized ac
tivities were the product o f their work and initiative. 
Their political education taught them a certain re
spect for the peasant society they came from while it 
instilled in them a critical view o f its basic principles 
— its tribal loyalties, discriminating sexual attitudes 
and its religious practices. It was a difficult balancing 
act; the children were perfectly familiar with the 
traditional society’s hierarchical structure and con
servatism and were well aware that its values could 
not readily be translated into modern terms. They 
knew that what a person valued and respected there 
might well be frowned on, if not proscribed, in the 
modern society they were entering. Perhaps the girls 
felt the conflict more deeply: every term a number 
would disappear as they reached marriagable age. 
Among these was Arlinda, one of the ablest students 
I have known. Although she never told anyone, she

must have known for a long time about the marriage 
that had been arranged for her. She was 14 when she 
left.

These pupils had also come into contact with a 
school and an urban society that in practice looked 
down on peasant societies as primitive and barbaric. 
People on Ilha were always ready with a jibe about 
rough up-country bumpkins. Many o f them had ser
vant boys brought down from the bush. They were 
often overworked and addressed with simple com
mands as if incapable o f understanding anything else. 
They were kept under constant supervision because 
o f their alleged unreliability. Thanks to their politi
cal awareness the boarders were able to keep a cer
tain distance to the civilized world’s disparagement 
o f peasant culture. It was not so easy when they had 
to face the same problem at school, in forms that 
were much harder to dismiss. In the teaching all seri
ous reference to traditional Mozambican society is 
normally effectively repressed. Anything from that 
society which a pupil takes into the classroom is con
sidered a failing, something stupid, barbaric or vul
gar. If  they do not sit at their desks properly, their 
peasant manners are to blame. I f  they make a mis
take in counting, they will be told that they are too 
backward to learn.

It is above all in the teaching o f Portuguese that 
civilization confronts barbarism. It was not uncom
mon for teachers to mock their pupils -  and their 
own — mother tongue. In effect the students were 
motivated to learn Portuguese by an implicit and 
often explicit negation o f their language, Makua. 
This was not just an educational problem (it would, 
o f course, have been much better if the Portuguese 
teachers had been able to proceed from a knowledge 
o f the structure o f the native African language); it 
was also a social and political one. The process of 
mastering Portuguese was itself an apprenticeship in 
contempt for the culture they were born in. It is not 
surprising, then, that when I asked them to tell me 
how something was said in Makua, or to describe the 
peasant life they knew so well, my requests were met 
with guilty and embarrassed laughter.

This problematic relationship with peasant society 
is a function o f its proximity. The romantic and 
romanticizing ‘return’ o f middle class Sweden to a 
‘peasant culture’ is o f course impossible in any soci
ety where such a culture is more than a just a veneer 
— where it is a living, organizing process, responsible 
for a considerable segment o f a nation’s social life. 
The question here is how to step beyond the bound
aries o f traditional society and what price must be 
paid by those who do for their passage into modern 
life. If  the withdrawal from peasant society is accom
panied by de-culturalization pure and simple, this 
will only serve to give more force to the dream o f an

143



urban middle-class existence. This was a question we 
were able to raise with Party people and public offi
cials, who were not unaware o f the problem they 
were facing: how to transcend the traditional culture 
without constricting it.

The boarders were doubtful when it was suggested 
that they might perform songs from their own part of 
the country before the townspeople.

Large secondary schools like those on Ilha de 
Moçambique and in Nampula belong incontestably 
to the urban world. The teachers are the best edu
cated and have the longest experience o f city life. 
The children o f merchants, officials and small 
businessmen comprise by far the largest group of 
pupils.

These children are easily recognizable. They 
speak Portuguese at home. They have plenty of 
clothes and change them often. Their families under
stand the importance o f education and are ambitious 
on their behalf. Since the children do comparatively 
well at school these hopes are often repaid.

W hen children from the countryside came to Ilha 
de Moçambique they were reminded o f their peas
ant background. When children from Ilha travelled 
to Nampula they were conscious in their turn of 
their own small-town origins. In Nampula the 
dreams were of Maputo. Of course the keenest to go 
were the children o f better-off families. During the 
holidays some actually did get to fly the thousand 
mile journey to the capital. Later they could regale 
their wide-eyed friends with details o f the latest fash
ions and stories about all the parties they had gone 
to.

For many o f these families education was one of 
various strategies for establishing a permanent urban 
base with its material advantages and the possibility 
o f a modern lifestyle. Education meant work in the 
cities and the chance o f further studies in Maputo. 
That was its object. The countryside stood for every
thing they did not want in life: backwardness, scar
city, rusticity and boredom.

Mozambique is better equipped to deal with this 
sort o f problems than most African countries -  not 
least the capitalist ones. The public administration 
still possesses the political will to revolutionize and 
develop the country as a whole, rather than simply 
cater to the interests o f the more affluent sections of 
the community. The political and administrative ap
paratus has not, as in other countries, become a part 
o f the petty and/or rich bourgeoisie and can still as
pire to something more than economic and political 
subordination to the wealthy nations.

The importance attached to the boarding schools 
is an expression o f that political will. The passage of 
boarding students from a peasant to a modern soci
ety embodies the fourth aspect o f contemporary

Mozambican history as it unfolds in the schools: re
volution. The revolutionary dream — which lived so 
strongly in people like Baltazar and Sococe — is about 
an altogether different sort o f modernity for today’s 
schoolchildren. In fact, many o f the boarding stu
dents did not aspire to the delights and advantages o f 
city life. They, too, were prepared to spend their fu
ture lives helping people other than themselves and 
their families, not out o f a spirit o f sacrifice, but be
cause they had not learned to regard school simply as 
a means o f personal advancement.

The Mozambican school, as a trustee o f the re
volutionary movement, seeks to preserve not only 
its impetus but also its traditions. It harks back to its 
legendary beginnings in the first schools o f the liber
ated areas in the North at the time o f the struggle. It 
proudly bears the ideals o f democracy in education 
and the combination o f practical and theoretical 
work in the curriculum. There are also reminders o f 
that history in the school’s organization: provisions 
for class councils, class meetings at which the pupils 
can discuss and criticize the teaching, study units 
where the teachers o f a given group of subjects map 
out the coming week’s lessons together, and arrange
ments by which teachers can visit their colleagues’ 
classes and support one another in various ways. 
There are also rules about open meetings between 
the school management, teachers and ancillary staff 
where problems affecting the school as a whole can 
be aired, and there are instructions for organizing 
and involving students in production.

In practice, this revolutionary aspect leads a 
mostly rhetorical existence in speeches, meetings 
and documents. It seldom reaches the classroom. 
Some o f its outer forms — a sterile formalism com
bined with calls for discipline and strong leadership 
— are frequently made use o f to dress up outworn, 
doctrinaire classroom techniques. Some seek 
analogies with the educational practices o f the East
ern bloc countries, a direction which many from 
other educational traditions do not find congenial.

When this revolutionary history hardens into 
rhetoric, existing only in words, teachers and stu
dents learn to mistrust it. When it lives — which it 
does still, albeit uncertainly — in the administration, 
the schools, and in many o f the people who work and 
learn in them, it constitutes a social force able to 
counteract the other modernizing tendencies within 
the Mozambican educational system.

Translation from Swedish Stuart Sheild

M i k a e l  P a l m e , a sociologist in education and culture at the De
partment for Studies in Educational Policy and Cultural Repro
duction of the Stockholm Institute of Education, Sweden, 
worked for two years as a teacher in Mozambique.
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