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The Southern African Development Community through its history project aims 

at collecting the history of the liberation struggle in the southern African region. 

The Organization of African Unity (OAU) Liberation Committee was wound up 

in 1994 following South Africa’s attainment of independence and the southern 

African Development Community (SADC) has thus taken up the task of 

documenting that history. The project is operational in Angola, Botswana, 

Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa, United Republic of Tanzania, Zambia and 

Zimbabwe. In an inspirational address to researchers in 2005, Ambassador 

Hashim Mbita, the project’s patron, stressed the need to:  

 
record the inspiration, commitment, determination, sacrifices, means, 

strategies and experiences gained at different stages. The 

decolonization struggle which engulfed the African continent during 

the last 60 years was basically won, though fought in various parts 

and against different colonizing powers. History should be reflected 

in proper perspective through the African eye because many a time it 

has been written from outside the continent (The SADC Today 2006).  

 

The project was approved by the Summit of SADC Heads of State and 

Government when they met in Botswana in August 2005 to mark the Silver 

Jubilee of the regional community. The project is funded entirely by SADC 

governments (The SADC Today 2006), but not all governments are honoring 

their financial obligations which threaten the success of the project. In an 

address to member states, King Mswati of Swaziland appealed to member states 

for funding and pointed out that it was imperative to note that the Hashim Mbita 

research unit had submitted the draft chapters on the liberation of southern 

Africa to the SADC Secretariat during the period under review as part of 

progress made thereof (Give alms to Hashim Mbita project 2009).  

 

The SADC Council of Ministers noted that significant progress had been made 

in the implementation of this project, documenting the history of the liberation 

struggle both from oral interviews with participants in the liberation struggle, as 

well as with various liberation movements’ leaders, guerrilla fighters and 

supporters of the liberation struggle in their ranks. In addition, research has been 

carried out in the core countries in which liberation wars were waged, namely, 

Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, South Africa and Zimbabwe, as well as in the 

frontline states of Botswana, United Republic of Tanzania and Zambia, and the 

other SADC member states of Lesotho, Malawi and Swaziland.  

 

The research has now progressed into other African countries and organizations 

outside the SADC Region and the world at large which supported and 

contributed in various ways, to the success of the liberation struggle (SADC 
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Council of Ministers 2009). However, the SADC has not yet embarked on 

digitization.  
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digitization processes to enhance preservation and access to the records. 

Accordingly, the research question guiding the study was as follows: have ICTs 

provided new opportunities for the management of the liberation struggle 

records? 

 

Methodology 
 

This paper relied on a multiple research approach. It used the survey method 

with a self-completion questionnaire
3
 and interviews directed to manuscript 

librarians, archivists and directors of both private and national archival 

institutions as the key sources of data. Within the Sub-Saharan region, both 

public and private archival institutions have custody of the liberation heritage 

and so do individuals who were stalwarts of the struggle. In order to establish 

how these archival institutions were managing this archival material in as far as 

their digitization efforts were concerned, a questionnaire was distributed to the 

23 institutions which hold this material. The survey method, with a self-

completion questionnaire as the major tool for data collection, was deemed 

appropriate as it was successfully used by Seton (1984) to gather data on the 

principal categories of private archives. In addition, Mazikana (1995) and 

Ngulube (2005) used questionnaires to collect data on the preservation of 

archival collections. 

 

Within the context of this study, the set of specifications were the twelve 

national archives’ repositories within the east and southern African region and 

archival repositories housing the records of former national liberation 

movements within east and southern Africa. As for the former, the countries 

were as follows: Angola, Botswana, Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, 

Namibia, South Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. The one 

set in the population was derived from the ESARBICA website (ESARBICA 

2004).  The other set in the population were the archival repositories housing 

the records of former national liberation movements within east and southern 

Africa and the focus here was on the ANC struggle records and archives (seven 

in all),
4
 FRELIMO, MPLA, SWAPO, ZANU PF and ZIPRA archives. 

Archivists, manuscript librarians and directors of archival institutions were 

interviewed and a physical inspection of the facilities and the state of the 

records was also undertaken. 
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The findings of the research revealed the following: 

A significant number of respondents, eight (88.9%) acknowledged that they did 

not have written policies for managing digital records compared to one (11.1%) 

that had despite the fact that they were digitizing their collections. It can be 

concluded that digital technology was still in its infancy and was thus slowly 

making significant inroads in archival institutions. It has been argued that the 

computer has brought a more significant paradigm shift to society than any 

other technology since the invention of the printing press (Millar 2003) and this 

impact has also had a bearing on archival institutions. The surveyed 

organizations were embracing the new technologies in search of permanence for 

their records.  

 

Seven (77.8%) of the nine institutions confirmed they had digital material 

pertaining to liberation struggle archives but lacked the technical capacity to 

read and access it, compared to two (22.2%) who had the capacity. This 

technical incapacitation was mostly encountered with microfilm, reel-to-reel 

tapes and floppy disks which is concrete evidence that the products of computer 

technologies are extremely fragile and their life span as accessible records 

unknown. This finding shows that archival institutions are still grappling with 

preservation problems. 

 

Two (22.2%) of the surveyed institutions reported that they were migrating their 

records to new platforms compared to five (55.6%) that did not confirm that 

their equipment and expertise were severely lacking in this area. This finding 

was corroborated by Mnjama (2007) who noted in his study of university 

libraries within the Sub-Saharan region that most institutions expressed an 

interest in digitizing their collections, but lacked the equipment or other 

resources.  

 

Technological obsolescence and lack of resources were considered by five 

(55.6%) institutions as constituting the major threats to the survival of digital 

records. These problems largely explained why donor assistance was sought. 

Evidence of such assistance was found in the donor-funded state of the art 

equipment used to build up the digitization infrastructure observed in visited 

institutions. This trend epitomized the shift from physical repositories to 

archives without walls – the virtual world. 
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Accordingly, the digital archive at these institutions had an orientation towards 

storage, use, and accessibility of audio-visual, photo, audio, and electronic 

documents. Resources were available in various information carrier formats. For 

audio-visual documents: motion pictures - 35mm; 16mm; 8mm; super8mm; 

videocassettes (VHS); BETACAM SP; DVCAM; mini-DV; Hi8; DVD-R. For 

photo documentation: CD-R; magneto-optical disks (MO) and negatives. For 

phonographic documents: magnetic tapes 6.25mm and 35mm; audiocassettes; 

videocassettes (VHS); matrixes (metallic discs); vinyl records; CD-R; DAT 

cassettes; mini discs (MD) and DVD-ROM discs. For electronic documents: 

CD-R; CD-RW; DVD+R; DVD-RW and MO. In addition, the state-of-the-art 

equipment and the interactive nature of their websites were impressive. 

 

 

The advent of information communication technologies has had a 

transformative influence on the archival operations of the surveyed institutions. 

Reed (2006: 117) correctly observed that no cultural heritage institution can 

afford to postpone the challenges of managing digital artifacts. The large-scale 

digitization projects currently underway reflect the fact that digitization is either 

functional or preservation orientated. Functional digitization is aimed at 

improving the ease of large scale access to materials already in regular and 

fairly widespread use. Wilford (2008) submitted that the documentary material 

is now being delivered by electronic caravan, meaning that it is travelling to 

remote places. Roberto (2008:225) pointed out that the online digital world 

provides numerous opportunities for the archival profession – opportunities that 

professionals should take or make for themselves. Taking responsibility requires 

taking an active role in the process of collecting and constructing the archival 

heritage.  

 

Functional digitization is evidence of public programming as the majority of the 

surveyed institutions stated that through digitization, they wanted to ensure 

access to archival resources irrespective of location. Page-Shipp (2009:25) and 

Mnjama (2009) have argued that this was a worthwhile endeavor, considering 

that collections that remain sequestrated provide no value to anyone barring the 

few who can afford to travel to the source and overcome the resistance of 

collection guardians. Conversely, some archival institutions hold the view that 

making their resources available online deprives them of much needed revenue 

as researchers will no longer be required to pay research fees as they will be 

able to access material from the comfort of their homes, offices and so on. 
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On the other hand, preservation orientated digitization is targeting unstable 

materials prone to deterioration and technological obsolescence but digitization 

is not a recommended preservation strategy. Still others view this digitization as 

cultural imperialism as noted above (Britz and Lor 2003; Limb 2005; Pickover 

2005; Lalu 2007; Saunders 2007; Lor 2008; Page-Shipp 2009). 

 

Depending on the  angle at which one looks at digitization, the onset of new 

technologies can be seen as a double edged sword as there are a number of 

positive and negative benefits that can be harnessed in order to put the 

information profession on a sound footing thereby safeguarding the liberation 

struggle heritage. 

 

The conclusion that can be reached is that the leap into the info-tech world, 

whilst welcome, has its own fair share of challenges and provides archivists and 

manuscript librarians with numerous challenges. This conclusion could be the 

reason explaining why donor assistance was welcomed.  

 

Appropriate procedures that need to be adopted include countries developing 

national policies on the digitization of the heritage sector to regulate best 

practice. Allied to these national policies is the need for further research to 

establish an ethically grounded middle road that satisfies all stakeholders 

including researchers, the public and archivists. This middle road might for 

example embrace the accessibility which digitization offers while not neglecting 

the irreplaceable uniqueness of the hard copy, the original record, not to 

mention keeping in sight the fact that many of those with an interest in the 

records (ordinary citizens without internet access or computer literacy, for 

example) may be excluded by an over-reliance on digitization.  

 

It remains an established fact that digitization raises considerable preservation 

problems and Smith (1999; cited in Ngulube 2002) argued that digitization has 

made a challenging preservation problem worse. It is therefore recommended 

that archivists should marry digitization with microfilm whereby digitization is 

mostly used for access whilst microfilm is used for preservation. Shep and 

Gorman (2006:188) noted that due to the uncertainty of the stability of optical 

disk technology, it is likely that hybrid systems (microform and optical disks) 

will be the order of the day for some time to come. The recognition and 

implementation of these hybrid documentary strategies will ensure that the 

liberation struggle heritage is safely captured for the benefit of posterity 

irrespective of the problematic nature of the medium and its content.  

Archival institutions are also encouraged to migrate their records to new 

hardware and software platforms for compatibility purposes. Heslop, Davies 
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and Wilson (2002) rightly pointed out that in view of the fact that technology 

cycles are short, it therefore follows that product lifetimes also tend to be short. 

The implications of this largely market-driven instability are two-fold: rapid 

decay and technological obsolescence. The intervention by archivists and 

manuscript librarians to preserve the source and process is therefore called for 

and this is realized by establishing a constant media refreshing programme in 

order to ensure the survival of digital material.  

 

It is proposed that archival institutions adopt the two long-term preservation 

approaches often advocated within the archival and library preservation 

communities, namely migration and emulation. Migration is the process of 

converting a digital object from one data format to another. Generally, archivists 

use migration as a way of ensuring the accessibility of a digital record when the 

software it depends upon becomes obsolete. Concern has been raised that some 

attributes of the record may be lost during the conversion process and therefore 

the record so created may not be authentic or equivalent to the original. Heslop, 

Davis and Wilson (2002) argued that the level of data loss through migration 

depends on the number of preservation treatments applied to the record, the 

choice of process, the new data format, the level of human intervention and 

post-migration descriptive work. 

 

On the other hand, emulation is an approach which keeps the source digital 

object in its original data format but recreates some or all of the processes 

required to view it (for instance, the hardware configuration or software 

applications such as operating systems), enabling the performance to be 

recreated on current computers (Heslop, Davis and Wilson 2002; Williams 

2006:193). Advocates of the emulation approach often maintain that the exact 

‘look and feel’ of the record must be preserved, and that recreating the exact 

functionality of the original process is the best way of doing this. The ‘look and 

feel’ includes not only the content of the record, but also the tangible aspects of 

its presentation, such as color, layout and functionality. 

 

It should however be pointed out that both approaches have their limitations in 

terms of sustainability, ‘look and feel’ and accessibility. Migration and 

emulation require a large amount of resources upfront and over the long-term. 

Migration involves intensive cyclical work to convert objects in obsolete format 

to current formats whilst emulation requires highly skilled computer 

programmers to write the emulator code and sophisticated technologies to deal 

with any intellectual property and copyright issues that may arise when 

emulating proprietary software.  
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In view of the fact that most archival institutions are operating on shoe string 

budgets, these approaches would be unsustainable. In terms of the ‘look and 

feel’ issue, neither approach (migration and emulation) has an informed, formal 

mechanism for capturing this aspect. Furthermore, in terms of access, emulation 

requires one to have access to the emulation environment on the computer and 

to learn the original computing environment. These restrictive requirements 

however, give migration the advantage as fewer specialized skills or software 

are required to make records accessible. 

 

 

In terms of future research: 

 There is a need to research more on digitization as a preservation strategy 

thereby identifying how far this method can go in terms of providing long 

term maintenance of the records. The paucity of reliable information on 

the management of digital objects within ESARBICA is because 

preservation efforts are biased towards paper records and archives; 

 There is a need for a study that examines the role of historians and ICT 

professionals in archival management issues particularly on ethical 

matters concerning preservation; 

 Further research should be conducted on records of social movements, 

pressure groups and voluntary organizations that do not fall under the 

genre of liberation struggle archives. The precise definition of the 

national liberation movement is fraught with complexities in view of the 

variables involved; 

 There is a need for more research to establish how outsourcing is 

assisting in digitization and the extent of the availability of outsourcing 

facilities;  

 Further research should also establish how donor funding is impacting on 

digitization projects and this could possibly help clarify some of the 

outstanding issues surrounding the technical, political and social 

implications synonymous with digitization and; 

 There is a need for more research to examine how advocacy and 

awareness efforts can be bettered in order to regain the confidence of 

liberation struggle veterans, their associations or families for them to 

access these private materials (Mazarire 2009). The feasibility of creating 

alternative repositories that compliment whatever efforts have been in 

place to archive this liberation heritage needs to be explored and given 

serious thought. 
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1
 This article is drawn from a PhD thesis entitled; An investigation into the 

management of the records and archives of former liberation movements in east and 

southern Africa held by national and private archival institutions (submitted to the 

Faculty of Humanities, Development and Social Sciences, University of KwaZulu-

Natal in February 2010 under the co-supervision of Prof. C. Stilwell and Prof. P. 

Ngulube). 
2
 In Oshivambo, spoken in parts of Namibia, the word means ‘to return’ or possibly, 

‘to repatriate’. 
3
  The survey instrument used for this study is available from the researchers upon 

request. 
4
 The seven archival institutions housing ANC archives are:  

African National Congress Archives                  

Alan Paton Centre and Struggle Archives (University of KwaZulu-Natal,   

Pietermaritzburg) 

Digital Innovation South Africa (DISA) 

Gandhi-Luthuli Documentation Centre (University of KwaZulu-Natal, Westville) 

Liberation Archives - University of Fort Hare  

Nelson Mandela Foundation  

University of the Western Cape (UWC). Robben Island Mayibuye Archives 

 


