
The Machel I knew
What Frelimo's leader taught me about racisnt

IN A clearing in the bush of nonhern
M o z a m b i q u e  l 3  y e a r s  a g o ,  r h e
bearded guerrilla leader addressed a
gather ing of  local  peasants wi th a
message that  was,  for  me a!  least ,
something of a surprise.

I t  was,  he said,  v i ta ì  to  def ine the
enemy coÍÍectly. The enemy was not
the whi te man.  The enemy was
Portuguese colonia i ism and those
who served its interests.

"You must  recognise the enemy
e v e n  w h e n  h e  i s  b l a c k  l Í k e
y o u r s e l v e s , "  h e  t o l d  t h e  a t t e n t i v e
crowd.  Back in  Dar  es SaÌaam, where
I was based as a joumalist, I had heard
that  the guerr i l la  leader ,  Samora
M o i s e s  M a c h e l ,  w a s  v e h e m e n t l y
host i le  to  any k ind of  rac ism. But  I
hâd not expected him to make an issue
out  of  i t  in  a meet ing wi th peasant i
who had suffered so cruelly at the
hands of white rnen.

Dur ing my two-week v is i t  to
Fre l imo's  l iberated areas in  Cabo
Delgado prov ince in  1973,  Machel
returned to the theme time and time
again. And while at first I thought I
was there s imply as a newspaper
correspondent ,  i t  graduaÌ ly  dawned
on me that my presence was being
ski l l fu l ly  used.  by the pres ident  to
illustrate his point.

After all, if the white man was the
enemy,  why would the pres ident  of
F r e l i m o  b e  t r e a t i n g  t h i s  w h i t e
joumalist as an honoured guest? In the
years since that tour, I have listened to
Machel  expounding on a thousand
themes, at rallies, in interviews and
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press conferences and in private
conversation.

But my most lasting memory of
the man is that demonstrat ion of
"coiour-blindnes" in the heat of what
many foreigners c<rnstrued as a racial
confl ict.  Machel 's vision was of a
southem Africa free of what he called
"racial complexes of superiority and

i n f e r i o r i t y " ,  a  r e g i o n  r v h e r e  t h e
,coiour oí a man's skin would have no
more s igni f icance than the colour  of
his shirt.

He l ived to see rhar  in  h is  own
country at least, blacks, whites, Asians
and people of  mixed race l ive in
harmony and equality. And he played
an important  advisory ro le in  the
negot iar ions rhat  led to Z imbabwe's
independence under  a government
comrnined to racial reconciliarion.

Machel had an absolute loathine of
whire rac ism in South af r ica.  Buì  in
conversat ions I  had wi th h im on the
subject  he a lways ins is ted on one
th ing:  the whi te Sourh Afr icans are
Africans, not foreigners.

For  Machel ,  a lmost  eyery rssue
c o u Ì d  b e  d i s r i l l e d  i n t o  p o l i t i c s  o r
ideology.  For  h im i t  d id  nor  marrer
that  South Afr ican genera ls  were
whire.  What  mat tered,  as he pLr t  i r  to
me a few days before h is  deàth,  rvas
that  " these people are t ry ing to
0estroy my country".

Machel 's  Marx ism was a source of
g r e a t  c o n s t e r n a t i o n  f o r  A m e r i c a n s
and Soviets  a l ike.  When he def ined
Mozambique as a "socialist country"
the Amer icansdidn ' t  l ike i t  because i r
might be true and the Soviets had a
problem because they thought  i t
wasn l tme.

He had a very African approach to
Marx ism. I  once put  i t  to  h im that
winning over the ÌvÍozambican people
to Marx ism mighr  be rather  d i f f icuÌ r
s ince the major i ty  were i l l i terate
peasants who would have diíficulty in
understanding such concepts.

I  th ink that  was the only  t ime ever
he lost  h is  temper wi th me.  "That
quest ion,"  he said,  " is  based on a
misconception of what Marxism is."

He went  on to expla in that
Marxism is not something learned in
books but a product of eiperience in
struggle. He refused to accept that the
Russians,  the Chinese,  the Cubans or
anybody e lse had a monopoÌy on
Marxist thinkíng. His idea was that
Marx provided a scientific framework
within which people from all over the
wor ld could work out  pol ic ies and
strategies.

Fitting Marxism into the traditions
and conventions of African social and
pol i t ica l  l i fe  was Macheì 's  great
concem. He knew the complexity of
the issue, and his speeches exhorting
p e o p l e  t o w a r d s  s o c i a l i s m  w e r e
frequent ly  laced wi th appeals to
t radi t ion.

Machel knew how important he
was as a char ismat ic  leader  in
southern Africa. At a briefing for
editon, including myself, on October
l l ,  he was asked i f  he thought  he
might be a target for assassination by
external  forces.  "Yes,"  he repl ied,
"and they have already tried."
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