MOZAMBIQUE: In search
of a cultural identity .

MAPUTO. Tuusday, August 3, 1993 (Elias CosswAlLA) -A
conference on culture was recenty held in Maputo at the
end of which a rather peculiar acknowledgement was made
— that Mozambique was an African county.

It is believed this was the first conference of its kingd 10 be
held on the African continent.

The casly perivnd Ul Mucaubigue's indepeudence, _u&s
recently. was characieriesd hy the dnmination of pali
over cultural values. It was against this backgroung that
Mozambique held the national conference on cultgre at
which the admission was made that the country was, after
all, still is an African country. ,

The main conclusion of the conference, hosted by the
Mozambican Ministry of Culture and Sport, was that

Mozambican culture was an African culture with its roots
gning dArep intn the history of the Banru peoples. This sul

ture had, however, been subject to European and-Asiatic
o has been independent for sighteen
Although Mozambique i nt for i
| years, mig?s the first time that it has been recognised 18- offi-
cial duwcuts as an African country, Under the Infinance
of the Frelimo party which proclaimed independence and
which for more than a decade governed the country through
a highly cenmalised bureaucratic system, cultural policy was
guided by the Marxist dream of building the “new man”,
that is, the Mozambican citizen who has riscn above all
.questions of different ethnic groups and languages, mass of
which are Bannu. ’

The recent conference should have taken place onmedi-
ately after independence, says Ana Elisa de Santegana
Afonso, a historian and secretary-general of the Unésco
National Commission. ‘ ‘

The five-day conference lasting'(rum July 12 10 17 w.
preceded by two months of hectic preparation, duri
the various provincial cultural directoraies f9pu-
lar debates. They wried (0 involve artists, research iustitu-
tions, provincial administrations, religious institutions. mon-
gog::_mmemal organzations, and uidinary members of the
public.

More than 500 delegates arended the conference whose
main themes were: culhiral idenuty and the buildiag of a
Mozambican nution; Mozambique’s cultural policy; the role
of institutions engaged 1:: arustic production: conibutien of
teaching and research insututions in the development of qul-

ture; culture and development; culture and sport and culture
and international exchange.

The issue of a cultural idenuity was the most controversial
question. It divided the panicipams imd twu facuons. One
faction led by Col Sergio Vieira, & reseatcher at the Centre
for African Swudies. argued that all the- various nents
of Mozambican society should be-accorded equal status

. when defining Mozambican identity. '

This assertion was, however, averndled-by the majority of
the participants and a consensus was established by the

President of the Republican Asmzm

He said during the debate, “The 1 root of our
culture is the Bantu and ail other manifestations are like
drops of water which heip the root to devillop.. From now on
there should be no doubt in anyone’s mind sbout this.”

This argumen: wa$ first presented in 1990, during the
debate on a new constitution for Mezam . But thea it
was only in political terms, not cutrusal or scientific. At that
time, certain politicians within Prélimo. refased to accept the
fact that the majority of M ique’s population is made
up of black people of Bantu origin, with the remainder hav-
ing originated from Europe or Asia.

Meanwhile, the common denominator in all the debaie
was the division- common to the whole African continent -
Lutweln gadition, as represcned Dy thie Afrivall values, ana
modem culture, as represented in western values. According
to the historian, Alexandrino Jose, frem the ‘Eduardo
Mondlane University’s Centre for African Studies, “this
contradiction will persist in Mozambique as long as the
country has to depend on exicrnal assistance.” -

Onc of the Confeicine icsuluiund staves that Lefuie aly
development project is implemented it thauld invecrigate
the socio-cultural conditions of the people 1 will affect.

“But will the (international) donors really consider this
important aspect?” asks Alexandrino Jose.

On the ather hand the conference called for the state w
effectively support all efforts to Mozambican cul-
ture, as well as the level of knowliedge of the Mozambican

people. :
Chriciaphsr Watarman o Narth Ameeican mugioniogist

and anthropologist invited t0 the conference, summed up the
greatest preoccupation of Mozambicans éngaged in culrural
activities. Waterman arrived in Mapuio (wo weeks prior to
the conference, and had contacied musicians, poets, writers,
sculptors and teacher ' ‘

In his address toithe conference, Waterman said,
“Mozambican artists are still waiting for the sun of
Mozambican culture to nse.”

The late president Samora Machel was fond of saying.
“Culture is a sun which never sets.” :

The Ministry of culture is trying w get the resolytions of
the conference passed by pariiamemt as an official. regula-
tion, so that for the first ume Mozambican cultural policy
will have the force of law. '

But artists and other people engaged in Mozambigue's
cultural activities. especially those who wepe absemt from
the cunference, told ALA that their work was not waiting for
the passing of any law by parliament. They would continue
(o operate just as they had done in recen: years. ’
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