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introducticn

Oral history and teacher life stories are seldom simple—people are complex and their stories are
not clear chronological journeys. Thus when |. B. Tabata divides Biack Souih African teachers inio
those who were pawns of apartheid on one side, and ‘teachers with the fighting spirit,” on the other,
there is }teglect of the many shades of individual teacher’s stories during colonial and apartheid
times (Consias, 1898; Rasooi, 1989; Rive, 1964; Rive, 1990). Ali Fataar has spent his entire adult
life as a teacher and “politico’ (political activist) fighting for democracy in southern Africa. Yet, like
others in the struggle, his story is wide-ranging and there are many uncertainties. Arthur Hendricks
was Fataar’s siudent at Livingstone High School in the iate 1230s and is currenily a retired painter.
He refers to himself as a Livingsionian and has fend memories of Ali Fataar. Fataar was Hendricks'
teacher in Standard Six, Seven, and Eight and he still views him as a mentor. Zain Ebrahim ai-
itended Livingsione in the 1960s and like Fataar he spent many years in exile. He is currently the
director of a large community radio station in Cape Town and is involved in alternative radio stations
internationally. His memories of Fataar are very different than those of Arthur Hendricks and they
include him remarking that he was one of those disaffected students who were treated disdainfully
by Ali Fataar and some of his. radical colleagues.

There were aiso varying views of Ali Fa-
taar when he was a teacher in exile. The prin-
cipal of the secondary school where he iaught
in Serowe referred to him as an ‘old-fashioned
teacher’. (Grant, 1991: 57} At the same time
he is still in correspondence with his Bot-
swana students and Moses Lekaukau who is
presently an advocate and heads an electrifi-
cation company, speaks of Fataar with great

respect and refers 1o him as ‘Father’. So who .

is Ali Fataar and how can we begin io portray
him within the confines of a single article?
What we do know is that he made a contribu-
tion to the struggle for democracy in southern
Africa both as an educaticnist and ‘politico’.

We know that his story is unique, if for no
cther reason than that he taught in four coun-
tries and always siressed both educational
exceilence and political commitment. And
finally, we know that his story can stand with
the other South African teacher stories that
are beginning to be told (Hendricks, 2002;
Soudien, 2002; Unterhalier, 2002; Wieder,
2003).

We divide the article into five sections
plus a conclusion and we begin with a discus-
sion of our methodology in researching the
teaching life of Ali Fataar. Sections on South
Africa, Botswana, Zambia, and Zimbabwe
during Fataar’s life as a teacher are the body
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of the article. Each section begins with a dis-
cussion of culiure and politics and concludes
with an oral history of Ali Fataar’s life as an
educationist stressing themes that are impor-
tant to his slecry—teaching and politics, cui-
ricuium and ianguage, and his relations with
siudents and colleagues. Finally, in the con-
clusion we comment on Fataar’s werk as a
poiitical teacher within the context of moder-
nity and post-modern and pesi-colonial per-
spectives.

Methodology

We spent six weeks interviewing Ali Fataar
between January and March 2003. These
interviews are part of Wieder’s ongoing oral
‘history project with teachers who fought
apartheid. Aslam Fataar joined in these inler-
views for various reasons. He served as a
gatekeeper as Ali Fataar had not been part of
Wieder’s earlier work. He aiso wanied to be
involved in telling Ali Fataar's siory because
he is his grandnephew—the grandson of his
brother. This of course demands that we pro-
vide caveats regarding insider-outsider re-
search. Since our project with Ali Fataar and
the writing of this article has a family member
as a co-author, it is imporiant o state at the
outset that there are questions about Aslam
Fataar's participation. Can he be an objective
scholar as he asks his granduncle guestions
and writes part of Ali Fataar's story? Wil he
avoid complexity and conflict? Can he be a
critical researcher?
interestingly, it is the scholar Fataar who
is the more demanding interviewer. Wieder is
from the Studs Terkel school of oral history
and does not view his role as cross-examining
the interviewee. That doesn’t mean that
Wieder avoids asking critical questions and
cannot be analytical as he co-writes this arti-
cle, but'it is Aslam Fataar who challenges his
granduncle during the interviews. While
Wieder sees his role as an interviewer as gen-
tly guiding the interviewee back on task, it is
Aslam Fataar who questioned some of Ali Fa-
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taar's statements and pushed for greater
theoretical and factual clarity during the inter-
views. The article is a combination of Wieder's
belief in storytelling—of telling the story that
Ali Fataar wanis to tell—with Aslam Fataar’s
more posi-modernist/posi-colonialisi theo-
retical perspective of inierrogating his grand-
uncle’s story. While there has been a greai
deal writien on the possibilities and problems
of both insider and outsider research, (Gle-
sne, 1989) there has been much less writien
on cooperative projects where both insiders
and outsiders are the researchers. In this
particular study we get the best of boih
worlds. While Aslam Falaar is the insider, he
is much more analytical and critical in his
questioning. He understands the nuances but
works hard to step outside of his space as
family member. Wieder brings an ouisider
perspective that allows him to be unaffected
by the ideological confines of Ali Fataar’s rec-
ollections and reflections. But most impor-,
tantly Wieder is adamant about allowing Ali
Fataar to tell the story he wants to tell.
Considering Wieder's view of oral history it
is important that we acknowledge questions
of history and memory and the veracity of the
stories people tell. Although we will discuss
this further in the conclusion, it is imporiant to
cite the compelling work of Michael Frisch
(1990) and Peter Friedlander {1998), who bath
address questions of the personal siory and
the interviewer-interviewee relationship.
Frisch siudies what happens to memory as it
becomes history and addresses the effecis
of class, race, ethnicity, gender, politics, and
culture as they impact on the way we recall
our past. Friedlander is more of a cross ex-
amining oral hisiorian and he writes about the
difficulty of communication. At times during
our interviews with Ali Fataar, Aslam Fataar
contesied issues of substance in his grand-
uncle’s recollections just as Friedlander did in
his work. The larger issue in this particular
oral history is the place of Ali Fataar in the
siory he telis. This wiil be addressed as we tell
the story he told us, but we should note be-
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fore we continue that this issue is magnified in
teliing Fataar’s story. The authors of this arti-
cle are well aware that the complexities of
telling teacher stories includes how . the
teacher wants to be remembered, the ques-
tions we ask, how we edit the franseripts, and
finally how we write the article. This is always
true but we think it is more the case with Ali
Fataar. So the final caveat has to do with oral
history methodology in general and Ali Fataar
in particular. Fataar is very proactive in re-
cording his place in history. He knows how he
wanis to be remembered and that is the siory
he teiis. We have presented that siory, but we
have also interrcgated ii.

South Africa

Ali Fataar’s recollections and reflections of
his life in South Africa stress politics and
education. Although he worked on curriculum
at Livingstone High School and has had last-
ing relationships with his South African stu-
denis, he cid not discuss either theme in his
South African memories. in 2002 Julia Grey
wrote a Maif and Guardian article on Ali Fa-
taar. In the first paragraph she guectes Fataar,
'l was one of the young Turks who started the
political struggle against apartheid educa-
tior”. Fataar was born in 1817, long before the
Nationai Party instituted formal apartheid in
1948. He, attended Livingstone High School,
the school where he taught from 1938 untii he
wenl into exile in 1864, Prior to and through-
out the apartheid years Livingsione was
known for both its academic excellence and
progressive politics. Fataar was nuriured by
this environment, but credits his mother for
his ‘academic quesis and his father for his
‘radical’ politics. He was also greatly affected
by his parents’ hard work during the depres-
sion when he and his siblings were obliged to
work to help the family. His mother had six
years of schooling, a major accomplishment
for a woman of her generation and she facili-
tated his attending Livingsione because it
was the only high school for Coloureds in their
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area: ‘'l den’t know what was in my moiher's
mind, but it must have been her because she
was liierale’. Fataar recalls both good and bad
feachers at Livingstone and his personal
memories are of being top of his class and
earning first class passes throughout high
school. His earily school memories reveal his
convidence: ‘| was such a brainy bastard they
rnade me skip grade two and go to standard
one (that is grade three)'.

Fataar’s memories of his father provide

the foundation for his ‘radical’ poiitics. Al-
though he credits some of his Livingsione
teachers for nuriuring political conscious-
ness, it is his memories of his father and the
mosque that are most powerful: ‘My father
would come home and say the most radical
things. | learned as a teenager not to just ac-
cept because the Imam says so. He would
come home and say you musin’t follow people
just because they say so. So that stuck in me
till today’. This statement leads to interesl_ing
hypothetical questions that were not part of
our discussions. For instance, there are
scholars that view the Teachers’ League of _
South Africa and the MNon-European Unity
Movement, the two organizations in which Al
Fataar was actively involved, as ideological
rather then critical or radical (see Alexander,
1989). .
Ali Fataar hoped to attend the University
of Cape Town when he completed his studies
at Livingsione bui the only bursary went {o
another student, Ben Kies. So he enrolled in
Zonnebloemn, an Anglican teacher iraining
institution for coloured South Africans. After
completing that level of schooling he taught in
Salt River in 1937 for a term and then moved
io Livingsione in 1938 where he taught for
twenty-six years. He compleled his university
degree by correspondence in 1943 through
the University of Souih Africa, and fecused
his life on teaching and fighting against the
colour bar and for democracy.

We were always fighting the colour bar
system. Whether in education,
schooling, health, training, govern-
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ment appointments, or politics. The
young people, the young Turks, al-
most naturally rejected this whole
question of we are different and there-
fore lower, we are inferior. We are not
even human the way we are ireated.

Then the whole question politically we

called ourselves the non-citizens, not

citizens in the land of our birth. So
ihat basically brought us inio groups.

We said we want the whole oaf of

bread, why must we just have the

bloody crumbs. So we could fight on
political and educalional issues.

Fataar joined the Teachers’ League of
South Africa (TLSA) and the Non-European
Unity Movement (NEUM) and was actively
involved when the younger more progressive
members of the TLSA took power from their
elders who they viewed as reactionary. He
served as secretary at both the branch and
national level and became involved in the po-
litical struggle at Livingsicne as well as in the
community. At Livingstone the issues in-
cluded challenging the government syllabus
and racial divisions. For exampie, Fataar was
involved in bringing in ncn-traditional texts for
students and fighting the Education Depart-
ment when they attempted to remove black
students from Livingstone High School.

In the community he belonged {o the New
Era Fellowship, National Anti-CAD (anti-
Coloured Affairs Deparimient) as well as the
Teachers’ League of South Africa and he em-
phasized the importance of class, not just
race, throughout our discussions: ‘lt's a na-
tional liberation struggle against what you call
apartheid. All the discrimination and oppres-
sion, we were one of the few organizations
that linked oppression with class exploitation
in the sense that the employing and farming
class was exploiting for labour’. Fataar was
influenced by Goolam Gool, Cissie Gool, |. B.
Tabata and Ben Kies. He credits Dr Goolam
Gool, a medical doctor and noted political
activist, as his political mentor. Additionally,
Fataar certainly does not dismiss the impor-
tance of the colour bar in South Africa. He
speaks at length of the different types of op-
pression depending cn one’s shade and lauds
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TLSA stalwart, and Livingstone principal, E.
C. Roberts, for his work in addressing racial
discrimination. In addition to Roberts, his
colleagues at Livingstone and the Teachers’
League, Frank Grammar and Victor Wessels,
are both praised by Fataar.

At Livingstone, Fataar and his colleagues
sei a tone thal siressed both academic
achievement and politics. They pushed stu-
dents’ formal studies—Fataar siressing the
importance of literature, and organized the
Livingsione Past Students Union (LPSU),
which was a political group of Livingsionians
that Falaar represented at National Anti-CAD
meetings. While they pushed siudents to-
wards a more relevant education, they intro-
duced books that were often purchased at
Paul Kosten's socialist bookstore, to provide
counterpoints o the slanted historical and
literary perspectives stressed in the segre-
gated staie curriculum. Fataar iniroduced
students to the New Era Fellowship as well as,
to student membership in the TLSA.

As senior teachers, Fataar and Grammar
served as virtual assistant principals through
the first decade of apartheid. They organized
student schedules and led assemblies with
Roberts that often consisted of palitical edu-
cation. They siressed the rights of studenis
as human beings, and iaught non-racialism as
a foundational principle. Fataar worked hard
setting up the school library, which included
books that weren’t government approved.
Outside the school he was active in the TLSA
giving speeches locally and throughout the
couniry. He also wrote articles on education
and politics in the Non-European Unity Move-
ment paper, The Torch, and the Educational
Journal, which was published by the Teach-
ers’ League. Falaar spoke of a typicail day:

Now when we were in the Teachers’
League and anti-CAD Unity movement
! was telling you that ail of us worked
24 hours a day. | am studying through
UNISA six subjecis. So early in the
morning you get up and make notes,
you study and then have a meal and
off down the road to Livingstone and
teach till 3 or 4 and then come home
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and there are political meestings,
branch meeiings right into the night
and there is wriling o be done, then
preparation for tomorrow’s lessons
and books ic be marked. Weekends
and all, you never have a minute.
Weekends you are out io conferences
and holidays out o regional confer-
ences. There was no lime for cinema,
fun or games. This was done all the
time. The ieachers had education so
it’s correct that they should play the
roie they have been playing and siill
playing. They are part of the op-
pressed anyway. Anvhow | think the
role is played by the teachers cor-
recily. Look we had 1o be in fown ai
Abraham’s school where he has ithe
duplicating machine and we produced
two or three bullslins a week. Now it’s
probably two a clock and there are no
more trains or buses and so he takes
his car and drops us in Claremont and
by the time he gets home its probably
five o clock in the morning. So that's
the life we lived. So we had to raise
funds. So at least once a month there
is a big pariy in the house. So actually
we were active all the time.

Fataar and his comrades were pushing is-
sues of non-racialism, non-cooperation with
the apartheid regime and its sympathizers,
compuisory education fer all children, equal
funding of schools, and of course ultimately
the vote. Ali Fataar and many of his TLSA
colleagues paid dearly for their political work.
Fataar, Grammar, Wessels, and also R.O.
Dudtey, all teachers at Livingstone, and many
of their colleagues at other schoois, were
continually passed over for deserved promo-
tions and werg often visited at home and
school. by the government authorities. In the
early 1960s they were banned, and although
they were allowed to continue as teachers,
there was continual harassment and threats
of incarceration. The threats were not idle as
their young Livingstone colleague, Neville
Alexander, was arrested and ended up serv-
ing 12 years on Robben island.

As general secretary of the TLSA, Fa-
taar’s life was dominated from the 1940s to
the early 1960s by his activism and organiz-
ing among teachers and communities. He

regularly attended meetings throughout the
Wesiern Cape, made fiery anti-government
speeches, helped organize TLSA branches,
and wrote articles for The Torch, the NEUM's
newspaper. As a teacher Fataar continued in
ihe tradition of many political aclivists ieach-
ers at the limited number of high schools for
Coloureds, who wedded their pedagogy with
anti-racist politics. Livingsione High School
became a ‘site of political struggle’ for Fataar
and his colleagues such as Richard Dudley
and Victor Wessels. They exposed their stu-
dents to a radical poiiticized curriculum and
pedagogical repertoire, which produced large
numbers of young people who would later take
{eading positions in the anti apartheid siruggle
and indeed the new post apartheid govern-
ment.

Political developments in the 1960s how-
ever changed the political terrain entirely.
Fataar was served with two banning orders
during the early 1960s. This affecied the na-
ture of his political conduct generally, his.
movements, and associations with other com-
rades and political structures. The apartheid
regime embarked on a vicious political clamp-
down on political activists during this pericd.
The ANC Rivonia treason trial and subseguent
life seniences of Nelson Mandeia and his fel-
low treason irialisis was the most visible
manifestation of a siate desperate o quell
threats to its grand apartheid project. Having
broken his banning orders on a number of
occasions, and refusing to stop his political
activism, the state turned the screws on Fa-
taar when he was called in and interrogaied
for six hours by the Security Branch in De-
cember 1964. It dawned on him, as it did on
his fellow activists in the Unity Movement,
that their continued existence as a viable
political movement was under threat by a re-
pressivé state intent on rooting out ali black
opposition. Exile became an option when Fa-
taar experienced increased surveillance and
intimidation by the police. His organization
also adopted a position of persuading mem-
bers to leave South Africa to set up new po-
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litical struciures in neighbouring countries.
Fataar explains, ‘at that point in 1964 | just
had a feeling it was going to happen so when
the word came, | thoughi, well, before they
take me I'd better get out ... | can't stay. |
must get out and thought if they have a big
case against me, its Robben isiand for me.
Eventually | organised a run to the border by
car and to Lobatse in Bostwana. Thai’s where

| joined with the others in exiie’.

Botswana

Fataar went fo Lobaise, about 75 kilometres
from Gaborone, the capiial of Botswana. Lo-
batse then was a small industrial town. Here
Fataar met up with other exiles who also fled
South Africa. He worked during most of 1965
in a shop in Lobatse, while renovating a house
for his wife and small baby who joined him six
months later. Boiswana had at that time
gained independence from Britain, first shed-
ding its protectorate status in 1865, and then
becoming an autonomous country on 30 Sep-
tember 1966. The moderate Bechuanaland
Democratic Party became the ruling party with
Sereise Khama, the couniry’'s first Prime
Minister. Botswana was a small, sparsely
populaied rural country beset with many de-
velopment challenges. Far from urban Cape
Town and cut loose from lohg established
political networks, Fataar had to adapt to an
unfamiliar environment and create a viable
existence for his family. While committed io
building the organizational struciures of a
Unity Movement, his involvement in political
activities had subsided. The ruling party in
Botswana was not particularly welcoming of
political exiles upsetting delicate poiitical and
economic relations with South Africa (Sillery,
1874: 155-181). The exiled movemenis thus
never viewed Botswana as a place where they
could rebuild iheir organizations. Fataar had
thus intended Boiswana as a iemporary
holding place on his way to Lusaka in Zambia
where the Unity Movement had established a
political presence.
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Boiswana however provided him with an
opporiunity to recreate his identity as a pro-
ductive teacher during 1966 and 1967. Pat-
rick van Rensburg offered him a job as an
English teacher and Head of Depariment at
Swaneng Hili School, the remarkable school
he started in Serowe. Fataar was impressed
with van Rensburg’s vision of providing a
school that discouraged any notion that edu-
cation is just a ladder for personal ambition.
As Bessie Head describes, ‘Swaneng Hill
Schooi became a joint enterprise of academic
and technical training known as “the Bri-
gades™ (Head. 1981: 137). As one of very few
high schools in the region, it attracted stu-
dents from all over Botswana. Fataar recol-
lects that, ‘all the students had io pay was
R70 a year iowards tuition. They got a meal a
day, weekends they had to form their own
club where they had to put their coins in and
cook scmething for the weekends’. He de-
scribed life at the school: ‘we had to build a
hostel for the kids, showers, everything. They
had to find water, water was scarce thai year
so we had 1o get pipes down there and pump it
up and used a concrete mixer with a motor,
and adapied it to pump water’. Fataar sug-
gests that his experience with the kids taught
him the importance of frugality in motivating
children o learn:

! learnt here tha! when the sitomach is
not too full the head is clearer, they
have litile to eat in the morning they
have something, porridge and may
drink something warm and may have
some sugar or something, bui very
frugal ... you got the idea that they
were beiter siudenis because of the
ways they weren’t being pampered
with all the good things in life.

Fataar helped prepare the students for the
British O’level examinations. Many of them
did well, given their poor backgrounds and
lack of adequate prior schooling. The school
aitracted commitied teachers, mosily volun-
teer expatriates from the UK, USA, Canada
and South Africa. He found that he had to
adapt his English teaching methodology io
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teach children with English as a ihird lan-
guage. Fataar recalis that he had to be ‘a per-
former on a stage and do the characiers whiie
they followed in their books, and the scnnets |
made them learn by heari’. Nonetheless, his
image as an old-fashioned teacher is borne
out by his insistence on the explicit teaching
of grammar, He resisted the newer appfoach
of the younder teachers embedding grammar
in the teaching of literature and creative writ-
ing, arguing that his approach was more
suited io third fanguage iearners who had
never been exposed to English books, news-
papers and other media. In an argumeni aboui
the use of a verb with an American teacher, ‘i
said ic her, Joyce, this is English Engiish, |
know you are from America but Cambridge
wanis English English’. Fataar was credited
with selting up and stocking the library with
books solicited from Britain and Canada.

Politics and ieaching non-racialism were
iinked for Ali Fataar. He taught his students in
Botswana the same lesson that he taught at
Livingstone.

[ used to teach my students this con-
cept of race and colour and say operi
your hands and show your hand to
each other. Inside your hands is all
the same colour. Soles of your feet
ioo. The day you were born the skin
was .that colour. 1I'd say open your
mouth, you all have white teeih. There
will also be no one with 40 teeth, alil
have '32 teeth, all humans across the
world. Therefore there are character-
istics; 10 fingers, you can go through
the whole lot, all humans are the
same. That's how ] used io teach right
through io Boiswana and Zambia.

From his recollections of and reflections
on his Serowe teaching experience, it is clear
that Ali Fataar thought a great deal about
reaching his students.

You had these youngsiers who never
speak English amongst themselves.
They have very little to read—no
newspapers._ You had to find how fo
teach, the whole presentation and
methodology was different ic Cape
Town. Fortunately, we had some
books. They had fo study literature as =
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a subjeci as well. So | was amazed at

the way they took 1o literature. They

loved Shakespeare. [ had io be a per-
former on a stage and they foillowed in

the book. They also did Bernard

szaw. There was one African writer in

Six.

Ali Fataar lights up when he spsaks of the
successes of his students from Serowe, He
speaks of the student who studied law in
Canada, and about someone who is high up in
a prominent ministry in Boiswana. He fondly
recalls the woman who became the state me-
teorclogist, the man who was later his physi-
cian in Zambia, as well as others.

Like his departure from South Africa, Al
Fataar left Botswana for Zambia very quickly.
The dangerous arm of apartheid reached into
Botswana, and there was a political call ic
Zambia. His sojourn at Serowe came to an end
in 1967, after two years, when he and his fam-
ity made their way io Zambia, lured by the
promise of work as a teacher, and the oppor-
tunity to continue his political work for the
Unity Movement at its newly established of-
fice in Lusaka.

Zambia

When Ali Fataar reached Zambia in 1968 the
couniry was still in the early post-
independence years. Great enthusiasm per-
meaied the new state’s attempts at modern-
izing its sociai and educational infrastructuie,
Schooling was expanded rapidly ali over the
country, funded by the lucrative copper min-
ing industry. Zambia addressed ihe shoriages
in skilled human resources by establishing
technical and vocational schools. Ali Fataar
became part of the energy that had perme-
ated Zambia’'s modernizaiion and develop-
ment efforts.

Fataar was lured io Zambia because I. B.
Tabata had set-up political contacts and there
was a teaching job waiting. His eleven years
in the country included political activity,
teach'ing at three different schools, naticnal
committee work on language and curriculum,
and curriculum planning in thé national minis-
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try. Fataar began his work in Zambia as a
teacher in Ndola, a mining town which was a
three to four hour drive from Lusaka. During
his two years in Ndola, Ali Fataar ofien spent
weekends in Lusaka doing political organiz-
ing. This work included arranging training for
Unity Movement activists and work attempt-
ing o arrange ailiances and help from interna-
tional comrades. Although political work be-
came somewhat moribund from the early
seventies until 1976, Fataar has some inter-
esting political memories. Far example, letiers
to Muslim couniries were always sent under
the name of Faiaar or another Muslim, not
under the name of the president, I. B. Tabata,
which was usual procedure. Fataar became
politically disillusioned in the 1970s, as he
found himself ai a political dead-end—the
OAU did not support the Unity Movement in
exile.

instead he focused intensely on educa-
tion. in January 1968 Ali Fataar went to teach
in Ndola. His school was located about 12km
ouiside of town and was a free boarding
school that served the copper mining area, He
found run down facilities and the house he
was given on campus was mosquito infested
and in poor shape as were all of the staff
houses. The schoo!l had African administra-
iors but the staff was mostly English and In-
dian expatriaies while the students were Afri-
can. He mentions racism on the staff when he
first arrived: ‘When | first moved into one
house it was derelict and it took time to get all
the fleas out. There was a bigger house and
the white teachers said don't live there—the
Africans lived there. So | said but | am an Af-
rican. So we cleaned it out and lived there',

Fataar became the head of English at this
school and iwo issues became missions of a
sort. While Faiaar worked with students and
provided books and staried academic clubs,
he also challenged excessive course offer-
ings, an issue that he finally had succeeded
in changing during his time in Lusaka, and
involved himself in debates about the lan-
guage of instruction, an issue that he remains
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passionaie about in the new South Africa. Ali
Fataar could not understand the logic of siu-
denis taking and being tested in eight or nine
subjects. He knew that it was tco much for
students’ comprehension, and he also argued
that it drained staff resources. His lifelong
passion for English took on an added dimen-
sion in the contexi of what he thought was a
pragmatic stance lowards English as a me-
dium of instruction in the absence of a techni-
cally developed common indigencus lan-
guage. There were many languages among
the students and although Fataar was and is
sensitive to the importance of indigenous
languages, he was convinced that in Zambia,
and remains convinced today, that for there
to be education for the 21* century, English
must be the medium of instruction. In contrast
o the findings of numerous research siudies
in similar situations, Fataar decried the impor-
tance of the mother tongue for cognitive and
affective development in the first years of
schooling. He makes iwo. practical argu-
ments—the first: -

it became ingrained in me in Zambia.
When | went io Lusaka it got really
bad in the sense ithat they wanted a
20% century education system in the
language used three centuries before
with a very limited application o tech-
nology and modern methods’. The
second example was personal and
societal: ‘So | said you know my son
did medicine and | had to pay every
year for a textbook and it’s one of the
most expensive books and that book
has to be updated every year be-
cause the developmenis move sO
fast. So | said now you want it in an
African language. You want that texi-
book that has to be updated in Bemba
every year?

Although Ali Fataar was comiortable in
Ndola, he was transferred to the Mu-
nali School in Lusaka in 1970, much to
the disappointment of the local chief
who had valued the educational role
Fataar had plaved in the village. The
move to the city was probably so that
he could be more involved in political
activities although he says that politi-
cal action went dead until 1976. Mu-
nali was the only secondary school for
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Africans and Fataar compared it io
Trafalgar High Schcol in Cape Town.
He became the head of the English
department but left for a four monih
trip fo England and the European con-
tinent at the end of 1971 when he was
awarded a British Council study fel-
lowship in English iinguistics at Cam-
bridge. On this and a subsequeni
study trip to England in 1977 Faiaar
was exposed to new Engiish language
methodologies, which were aimed at
second and third language English
acquisition. His siudies strengthensd
his view of the importance of £nglish
as medium of insiruction. The Fataar
family fraveled throughout Europe and
he met ex-studenis and was en-
thralled by Sweden.

For the first time we discovered what
social democracy meant in action.
Because here ihey had their own un-
derground train/tube and then you
stop and go up and land-up at fiais all
cheap rentals and fitted with fridge
and so on in the kitchen and you lock-

up and go to work. So we siayed in

this flat enjoying social democracy. |

thought | would mention that Secause

it’s the first time from the backdrop of

Africa o see this affluenice of a work-

ing-class society. :

Ali Fataar studied for a month at Cam-
bridge and was also offered a teaching posi-
tion at an English secondary school. He de-
clined the position io return to Africa and was
given an appoiniment at a technical college,
the Evelyn Hone College of Applied Aris and
Commerce, when he returned to Lusaka. He
spent a great deal of his time on curriculum
development. At the college he was forced 1o
deal with daily institutional problems, but he
also became intensely involved in developing
curricula across disciplines for industry and
commerce, a great need in a fledgling society.
He worked with a group of Canadian educa-
tors developing syliabi for technical educa-

_ tion. He left the college to replace Morris

Hommel at the ministry after he had previ-
ously aided Hommel by translating some of
President Kenneth Kuanda's education
speeches into Afrikaans for nropaganda pur-
poses. ‘| became the head of a ten man group

that was involved in developing for the tech-
nical side especially syliabuses for anything
from carpeniers 1o piiots to paramedics. Must
have been 50 to 70 areas that we had to de-
velop’.

Ali Fataar became t disaifected in Zambia
in the iate 1970s because he believed that his
work may have been undermined because of
an unstated policy of injudicicusly privileging
black Zambians in appointmenis in his unit.
But more objectively, Fataar's disaffection
should be understood in the context of Zam-
bia eniering a period of rapid economic de-
cline in the mid 1970s caused by falling cop-
per prices. Educational achievemenis of the
late 1950s were rapidly reversed and enthusi-
asm for the country’s development began to
wane (see Kelly, 1891) Although he was stiil
valued and supported by people in leadership
roles, he came io see his ideas discounted by
people on the ground as he was forced io em-
ploy people in his department. Fortunately, he
saw great possibilities as Zimbabwe was
close o independence.

Zimbabwe

It was 1947 when Fataar visited the old Rho-
desia representing the Unity Movement. At
that time he met a young Rhodesian student,
Stan Culverwell, who subsequently visited
Unity Movement people in Cape Town. Cul-
verwell invited Fataar and his wife, Ursula, {0
the Zimbabwe independence celebration in
1980. It is quite remarkable that Ali Fataar
was part of three Independence Day celebra-
tions in Southern Africa. Besides Zimbabwe,
Fataar was in Boiswana in 1966 and of course
in South Africa in 1994. In 1981 Culverwell
brought the Fataars to Zimbabwe to work as
educalors in the newly independent state.
Being the political animal that he was, Fataar
found Zimbabwe an exciting place. At inde-
pendence the ZANU (PF) ruling party and
government’s ideology was based on scien-
tific socialism founded on Marxist Leninist
orinciples, with the objective of establishing
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an egalitarian and democratic society and
thus redressing the injustices of the colonial
past {Zvohgo, 1986: 30). While there may
have been political incongruence between

this radical transformation rhetoric and the .

praciical realities which the Lancasier House
bequeathed the new state, a number of crea-
tive spaces and opportunities did exist in
education and other social spheres for politi-
cal educators like Ali Fataar lo experiment
with radical educational models.

Initially the Fataars both taught about 20
km outside of Harare, but Ali Fataar was
quickly brought inio the Ministry of Education.
His work included writing speeches for the
minister and other officiais, observing ieach-
ers, teacher training, and of course curricu-
lum development. He did this from 1981 until
1987, when he again became a ieacher, this
time at a private coliege, when he was asked
10 retire from the minisiry because of his age.
It should be noted at this point that when Ali
Fataar began his work in Zimbabwe he was 84
years old. He was respecied by Culverwell
and others and he was called upon to write
speeches that connected education and poli-
tics. Ironically, he was largely inactive in rela-
tion io South African poiitics because the
Unity Movement was mostly on the side-
lines—the African National Congress and Pan
African Congress received prominence from
Zimbabwean officialdom. Fataar spoke at
length about iwo of the speeches he wrole:

Now every week | have two speeches to
write. We had this big conference on curricu-
lum in 1982 and you had people from Indone-
sia, India, Pakistan, Europe, Britain, Austra-
lia, Canada. So this chap | now see is a judge,
Edmond Gwawe, was my head and he had io
present a paper at the conference and said fo
me. 'Ali, can you prepare the paper for me?’
He said, ‘it must be on education for social-
ism’. | said, ‘Why do you ask me?’ He said,
‘Because you are from South Africa’. | said, ‘I
wifl iry, but 'm not _hot on socialism. I'm more
on education and independence’.

Alan Wieder and Asfam Fataar

YWhen he was heavily invoived in language
issues and curriculum (again) he was asked
by Culverwell io prepare a speech for the
minister; The minister wanis a speech on the
question of English so | bump out a speech
and said the university has said English must
become a compulsory subject for those doing
science and technology’. The minister did not
like ihe speech and he summoned Falaar whio
spoke of his recofiections: ‘So the minister is
fuming and says | am the one who lays down
policy, not that committee of yours. So 'm not
a damn concerned. He looks at me like |
shouid quiver in my boois’.

As we have already noted, Ali Fataar in his
role as an inspector observed teachers in the
field. From this work he learned that many
teachers needed a great deal of ieacher
training. He worked very closely with Fay
Chung, who was a socialist freedom fighter in
both Mozambique and Zimbabwe, in. both
teacher training and curriculum development.

What ! discovered at this period in

Zimbabwe is that we had to gel the

feachers out ithe classrcom because

about 50% in the primary area were
completely unqualified. They merely
walked inio teaching jobs if they had

sid. 6 and some even teaching sid. 6.

That was the situation with regard io

education there. [f was really pa-

thetic. So Fay Chung and others be-

came aware of this so they started a

system whereby they would give the

unqualified teachers 12 months of
teacher training and then they would
pui them into colleges and lecturers to
teach them to teach. And then put
young people with O levels inio the
schools in the meantime and they got
the full salary and the govern-
ment...then there was a lot of money
and we had ic in-service them on Eng-
lish. Every so often we would go right
around the couniry fo have these con-
ferences. That meant they were get-

ting more trained teachers in the
classrooms.

AAli Fataar worked as both a curriculum
developer and lecturer in this unique teacher-
training program. He aiso worked directly with
Fay Chung and professors at the university in
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developing English language curricula from
primary level through the university. Many of
his ideas came from his years of educational
experience including both the Cambridge and
other experiences. What is interesting is that
aven though independence had come through
an armed struggle thai forced old Rhodesia to
the negotiating table, and even though an
additional aspect of Fataar's work was
teaching English to socialist Cuban medical
doctors, the English curriculum that was pro-
moted, in correspondence with the Cambridge
examinations, was highly traditional. When we
asked if they changed anything he re-
sponded:

No. The only thing is we added African
writers. And even the recent ones like
Bessie Head and one or two Indian
writers. We felt that it would appeal
more io the African student and there
were some good titles that worked
very well. You still had Shakespeare,
Shaw, English novels.

Ali Fataar worked with Fay Chung and
cther educators o accomplish a great deal in
the young Zimbabwe. In 1987 he was retired
because of his age but he immediately began
teaching English at a private college in Ha-
rare. The school was compiétely integrated in
terms of race, and Fataar taught there for two
years and again retired, only -teaching occa-
sional classes at the polytechnic in Harare
thereafter. When the South African govern-
ment removed some resirictions for political
exiles in 1990, Ali Fataar traveled home io
Cape Town, ending 26 years as an educator
and poiitical activist in exile.

Coming home: ] )
comments and considerations

Ali Fataar tells a fascinating story. He has a
rernarkable memory. Personal narratives, as
with all forms of testimony, are selective,
vivid in certain paris, clouded in others, even
distorted. The oral historian has to be aware
of overstatement and understatement, of
selective accounts, and even conscious
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omissions. But, the authenticity of the story
is not at issue. Our methodology has been to
let Fataar tell his own story as a political ac-
tivist and teacher because we think it is a
fascinating example of one person’s life un-
folding in four different countries. While Fa-
taar is keen on shaping the way he should be
remembered, and while emphasis on the per-
sonal featured throughout the interviews, a
picture emerged of a man who lived a full life in
service of his community, nation and conti-
nent. Committed as he was to a radical hu-
manist political vision, it is his activism as a
teacher and activist, his ability to go beyond
the call of duty that punciuaies his story.
What is remarkable is that his strong and vi-
brant politicised comporiment is marked
throughout his teaching life by a strong will,
pride and stability. He never gives the im-
pression that he wavered in his political and
educational commitments. Once cast in the
formative years of his life, heavily socialised
within an anti imperialist, radical tradition, we
get the impression that he carried his political
views and attitudes with confidence through-
out his life. And, while others may see this as
similarly doctrinaire to the political tradition he
subscribes to, it enabled Fataar to reproduce
in each new context a creaiive, hardworking,
and progressive attitude to the task at hand.
He made a productive contribution, in spite of
he and his family having to adapi to new and
unfamiliar surroundings.

A very powerful teleological commitment
to education runs through Ali Fataar's story.
He believes strongly in the emancipatory
quality of education, on the basis of which all
people, especially the black downtrodden,
would be set free. We suggest that this has to
do with the traditional Anglican education that
he was exposed to in his schooling years.
Young competent white, British teachers
seemed to have made a great impression on
hirn, as did the need to recite English poetry,
the reading of classical Engiish literary texts
and the speaking of proper English. His politi-
cisation also took place on the basis of read-




John van der Vyver was the Nationai Secretfary for the Southemn
African Society for Education from 1989 until his death in January
2002. John was, in all respects, a dedicafted ond committed
memiber of the Society and a National Secretary who managed
more aspects of the society than would have been generaily
expected. In fact, he acted as the National Secretary, Treasurer
and annual conference organizer all in one. John would contact
the region which was to host the conference early on in the year

I and then work with the organizing committee from the start,

: identifying the theme of the conference and sending out notices
by postal and elecironic mail fo all the members of the society and
| delegaies of previous conferences, of whom he kept an up-to-
date record. John would then receive the absiracts and arrange
them according fo the sub-themes of the conference, in preparing
the conference programmed. Affer each conference he would
make arrangements for conference papers to ke bound into
copies of conference proceedings of one or two volumes. John
confinued to involve himseif in the affairs of the society in this
dedicated way even during the period which withessed to the
deterioration of his health.’And so it can be fruly said that John was
il the ceniral pillar of the Southern African Society of Education, and
it might well be thai the organization may never successiully fill the
i vacuum that was created by his untimely death. John will be
deeply missed by all loyal "Sasenites”. John's confribution can never
really be capiured in words.
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