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Archie Mafeje: a giant has moved on

Wednesday, 28 March, 2007 will go down as a sad day among social researchers all over Africa and beyond: It was the day Professor Archie Mafeje passed away in Pretoria in what was a most quiet exit that has left the very many among us whom he touched directly or indirectly in a state sadness and anger. He died a day before he would have turned 71 years old.
Professor Archie Mafeje was South African by birth. He completed his undergraduate studies and began his career as a scholar at the University of Cape Town, in his home country but, like many other South Africans, he was soon forced by the Apartheid regime to go into exile where he spent the better part of his life. And like AC Jordan, Sam Nolutshungu, Vernon February and Dan Kunene, among the other black South African academic luminaries who were forced into exile, he is better known outside his homeland.  Together with AC Jordan, they were active members of the Unity Movement of South Africa which in its day made a considerable contribution to an ideological understanding of oppression in South Africa.
His death has met with an inconsolable sense of grief and outrage within an international community of scholars. Inconsolable sense of grief because of the loss of a man of an incredible presence of mind, intellect, and generosity of spirit. Outrage because after decades in exile, Archie returned home to exile in South Africa. In conversations with friends he spoke of his isolation and loneliness in the land of his birth, a land that gave us in him one of the finest minds in the global community of the social sciences. Only among the “ordinary” people in his home region of the Eastern Cape where he holidayed in December and January did he experience the sense of community that was so crucial to him.

He obtained a PhD in Anthropology and Rural Sociology from Cambridge University in 1966. In 1973, at the age of 34, he was appointed Professor of Anthropology and Sociology of Development at the Institute of Social Studies in The Hague by an Act of Parliament and with the approval of all the Dutch universities, becoming the first African scholar to be so distinguished in The Netherlands. That appointment bestowed on him the honour of being a Queen Juliana Professor and one of her Lords.  His name appears in the prestigious blue pages of the Dutch National Directorate.

Archie Mafeje's professional career spanned four decades and three continents.  From 1969 to 1971 he was Head of the Sociology Department at the University of Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania  before moving to the Hague as a visiting Professor of Social Anthropology of Development and Chairman of the Rural Development, Urban Development and Labour Studies Programme at the Institute of Social Studies from 1972 to 1975. 

It was here that he met his wife and life-long companion, the Egyptian scholar and activist,  Dr. Shahida El Baz. 

In 1979, he joined the American University, in Cairo as Professor of Sociology. Thereafter, he took up the post of Professor of Sociology and Anthropology and Director of the Multidisciplinary Research Centre at the  University of Namibia from 1992 to 1994. 

Mafeje was also a senior fellow and visiting or guest professor at several other universities and research institutions in Africa, Europe and North America. He is the author of many books, monographs and journal articles. His critique of the concept of tribalism and his works on anthropology are widely cited as key reference materials. He also did pathbreaking work on the land and agrarian question in Africa.

Mafeje returned to South Africa several years after the end of apartheid where he was appointed a Research Fellow by the National Research Foundation (NRF) working at the African Renaissance Centre at the University of South Africa (UNISA).  

In 2001 Archie Mafeje became a member of the Scientific Committee of the Council for the Development of Social Science Research in Africa (CODESRIA) and in 2003 was awarded Honorary Life Membership of this Council. In 2005, Professor Mafeje was appointed a CODESRIA Distinguished Fellow in conjuction with the Africa Institute of South Africa, in Pretoria.

Archie Mafeje, the quintessential person of science and one of the most versatile, extraordinary minds to emerge from Africa was, in his days, a living legend in every sense: His knowledge of almost all issues was vast and breathtaking. His discourses transcended disciplinary boundaries and were characterised by a spirit of combative engagement underpinned by a commitment to social transformation. 

As an academic sojourner conscious of the history of Africa over the last six centuries, he rallied his colleagues to resist the intellectual servitude on which all forms of foreign domination thrive. He was intransigent in his call for the liberation of our collective imaginations as the foundational stone for continental liberation. 

In all of this, he also distinguished himself by his insistence on scientific rigour and originality: It was his trade mark to be uncompromisingly severe with fellow scientists who were mediocre in their analyses. The power of his pen and the passion of his interventions always went hand-in-hand with a uniquely polemical style that was hardly meant for those who were not sure-footed in their scholarship. 

“As we mourn”, says Mahmood Mamdani, “the loss of our dear colleague and comrade, Archie, the important point is to memorialize the meaning of his life and work in a way that makes it accessible to the younger generation, those who did not have the opportunity to know him personally as we did.  

“I have a suggestion for a start.  Given the artisanal way in which Archie operated and given the isolation of his circumstances, I think it important that CODESRIA take a formal decision to commit resources to gather his papers with a view to deciding whether they should be archived at CODESRIA or are substantial enough to be archived in a library, most likely in South Africa, with the understanding that these would be available to all scholars.  After this, we should consider forms of memorialization that underline his substantial contribution to the development of knowledge on the African continent.”

This then was the Mafeje who left us on 28 March, 2007 to join the other departed heroes and heroines of the African social research community: A great pan-African, an outstanding scientist, a first rate debater, a frontline partisan in the struggle for social justice, and a gentleman of great humanitarian principles. 

We will surely miss his thoughtful insights, his strident rebukes, his loyal friendship, his companionship, and -- yes, his wit,humour and expert culinary skills that included an incomparable knowledge of foods and wines from all corners of the world.

Archie Mafeje has fought the battle and run the race successfully; for those of us he has left behind, especially those of us whom he inspired, the challenge before us is clear: Keep the Mafeje spirit alive by investing ourselves with dedication to the quest for the knowledge we need in order to transform our societies -- and the human condition for the better. 
In the meantime, our thoughts and solidarity go to the members of his family, including his wife Shahida El-Baz and their daughter, Danna, by both of whom he is survived.
The late Archie Mafeje will be laid to rest on Saturday, 07 April, 2007, in Umtata. The CODESRIA delegation to his funeral will be led by the Council's President, Professor Teresa Cruz e Silva.
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