
Interpretations Matter: 
Evaluating the War in Mozambique

BY BRIDGET O'LAUGHLIN 

The success of the war waged against 
the Mozambican government by 
Renamo and its external backers 
has been one factor forcing a re
evaluation, amongst academics and 
activists alike, of the entire Frelimo 
project. Indeed, one body of writing 
on this theme has been hailed (by 
British academic Gervase Clarence
Smith, writing in the Southern 
African Review of Books) as mark
ing a "paradigm shift" from expla
nations that give primacy to South 
African destabilization as inducing 
Mozambique's decline to those that 
emphasize the centrality of Frelimo's 
own policy failures, notably in the 
agrarian sector. A key contribution 
to grounding such a "revisionist" ap
proach to Mozambique has been the 
work on Nampula's Erati district 
of French anthropologist, Christian 
Gefiray. This work is represented

most forcefully in his recent book, 
La cause des armes au Mozambique: 
Anthropologie d'une guerre civile.  

We asked Bridget O'Laughlin, 
a noted American-born anthropol
ogist who has lived and worked 
for well over a decade in Mozam
bique, to review Gefiray's book for 
us. Unconvinced that either Gef
fray's book or the facts of the 
Mozambican case demanded any
thing so sweeping as the paradigm 
shift urged by Clarence-Smith, she 
seized upon the challenge eagerly, 
producing, in the end a fascinat
ing but outsized manuscript, one far 
too vast for us to reproduce here.  
Nonetheless her own critical reflec
tions on the Mozambican experience 
occasioned by a reading of Gefiray 
seemed so much more alert than 
anything discussed by Geffray or by 
Clarence-Smith to the real dilemmas 
and difficulties that have confronted

the Mozambican leadership that we 
have felt compelled to print here, 
with only minor cuts, the long cen
tral section of her manuscript con
taining these reflections. Unfortu
nately we have had merely to prdcis 
an equally extended opening section 
that gives a nuanced and informed 
reprise of Geffray's book and to pare 
away altogether a concluding section 
in which O'Laughlin refers to her 
own analysis of the trajectory of the 
Mozambican experiment, and draws 
out some of the implications of that 
analysis for on-going support work.  

We have invited O'Laughlin to 
return to this latter theme in some 
future issue of SAR while also en
couraging her to publish her longer 
manuscript in Mozambique itself, in 
Estudos Mozambicanos. We be
gin, then, with Gefiray's book - our 
prdcis of O'Laughlin's prdcis.

Christian Geffray's Argument
When Renamo forces moved into north-central Mozam
bique in March of 1984, they were welcomed by some 
traditional leaders who brought thousands of their fol
lowers under Renamo's control. In his book Christian 
Geffray, a French anthropologist with considerable ex
perience in Mozambique, tries to explain why this alle
giance was given and then traces its consequences for the 
peasantry in Nampula and for the course of the war.  

As the book's subtitle suggests ("The Anthropology 
of a Civil War"), Geffray places more emphasis in his 
analysis on internal political and social conditions than 
he does on the undisputed support that Renamo has re
ceived from Rhodesian and South African forces. Geffray 
believes that Frelimo's plan of socialization of the coun
tryside was politically and economically alien to rural 
Mozambicans and that it ignored or rejected the diverse 
cultural traditions of the peasantry. Left to itself, Gef
fray admits, peasant dissidence would not have become 
armed warfare. With the arrival of Renamo, however, 
local contradictions, which had already turned violent, 
provided the social base for a civil war.

Geffray addresses two main questions: why did some 
people in Erati district voluntarily align themselves with 
Renamo, allowing the rebels to develop a political base 
in north-central Nampula? and how does Renamo's war 
strategy in the countryside affect the local population? 

In Erati, Geffray argues, people were forcibly re
moved into villages. If they resisted their homes were 
burned and, in one instance, a traditional chief was exe
cuted. Finally one of the chiefs invited Renamo to con
struct a base in his territory and other chiefs and head
men, with large numbers of their people, joined him.  
Geffray does suggest that ethnic divisions helped deter
mine who went over to Renamo, the latter movement's 
sympathizers coming almost entirely from the Macuane 
who had been relatively marginalized under both the 
colonial and Frelimo administrations. But he argues that 
even those who stayed under Frelimo control shared with 
those under Renamo a common sense of injury towards 
Frelimo.  

Crucial to this outcome, writes Geffray, was the con
sistent disrespect for the values of the peasantry implicit
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in Frelimo's conception of nation-building and socializa
tion of the countryside. Indeed, Frelimo is said to have 
treated the peasantry as a "blank page": ignoring tradi
tional religious values and mocking traditional authority 
the party tried to imprint upon peasant society a sin
gle strategy of national development. Indeed, "villagiza
tion" is interpreted not so much as a strategy for devel
opment as a means of constructing the state apparatus 
in the rural areas. And, rather than the villages being 
based in the rural culture, the people most involved in 
their construction were not ordinary peasants but rather 
members of an urban oriented petty-bourgeoisie (carpen
ters, traders, primary-school teachers) who had broken 
with "lineage authority' and allied themselves with Fre
limo's project.  

Geffray uses interviews with a number of people who 
were formerly under Renamo control to assemble an ac
count of life in Renamo-dominated villages. He confirms 
that most Renamo recruits are captives (taken in at
tacks on villages or on public transport); nonetheless, he 
doubts that internal discipline is guaranteed merely by 
systematic terror. Rather the lack of alternative oppor
tunities for young men in the countryside, together with 
the perks derived from becoming part of the dominant 
group, make staying with Renamo a better alternative 
than desertion for many.

Renamo bases are separated from surrounding vil
lages while those who organize the peasantry politically 
are local chiefs (the mambo) generally recruited by Ren
amo from those regarded by the population as legitimate 
successors of pre-colonial chiefs. These latter set up a lo
cal police force, collect the food tax that feeds Renamo, 
and integrate captives into local households.(For those 
who are brought to Renamo areas as captives, Geffray 
affirms, life is much as it was for slaves in 19th century 
Nampula society.) 

Geffray does note that civilian disenchantment with 
Renamo, and reaction against its parasitism and its 
atrocities, is virtually inevitable. But he also emphasizes 
that the Frelimo party and state have themselves become 
defensive and inept: both the army and the militias are 
relatively inactive (if rather less corrupt than Renamo) 
and Frelimo itself is increasingly less visible, allowing 
local governance to depend more and more on the tradi
tional chiefs who have been given the new administrative 
titles of 'chiefs of production'.  

O'Laughlin concludes her review of Geffray's argu
ment by emphasizing that "the changes which the war 
has brought to Frelimo ideology and to the organiza
tion of the party are indeed important. The early Fre
limo party congresses were preceded by wide-scale dis
cussion and debate of the party programmes in the so
ciety at large. The political program formulated by the 
recently concluded Sixth Congress still has not been pub
licly discussed. Frelimo's conception of communal vil-
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lages was initially linked to the socialization of agricul
tural production. Today the position of both agricul
tural and consumer cooperatives is weak and defensive.  
Much state farm land has been redistributed to multi
national corporations, private Mozambican farmers (in
cluding military commanders) and peasants. There is a 
great deal of concern with ethnic and racial representa
tion in state and party structures and little preoccupa
tion with class. The fiscal basis of the state has become 
external financing and the taxing of trade and salaries 
also based in externally funded projects. The leadership 
of the Frelimo Party once spoke with almost unbreach
able unity; now the Minister of the Interior and other 
long-time Frelimo figures are in jail, charged with par
ticipation in the planning of a coup d'6tat." 

Can we therefore say with Geffray that to consider
able extent Renamo has won its war? More immediately, 
O'Laughlin asks, what of Geffray's analysis of the causes 
of the war? "Is this Renamo's war? Is it a peasant war? 
A civil war? What is the social basis of this conflict that 
has withered and burned the pride, hope and ambition 
of the first years of Mozambican independence?" It is 
just such questions that she then proceeds to address in 
the second section of her manuscript.
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The Anthropology of a Civil War
Socialism cannot be built on the de
struction of the people whose inter
ests it pretends to materialize. Thus 
a critique of the Mozambican revo
lution requires an identification and 
analysis of errors, not simply an at
tribution of blame. Geffray seeks to 
contribute to this discussion with a 
general theory of the causes of the 
war: "If that which we have found 
in Erati applies to that which is oc
curring in all of Mozambique, then 
things must be represented in the 
following way: Renamo has man
aged to make the opposition of peo
ple to the Villagizing State take on a 
violent form everywhere where peo
ple were marginalized in the colonial 
situation and remained so within in
dependent Mozambique and where 
they thought that they could take 
advantage of Renamo's weapons to 
put themselves out of reach of the 
State (pp. 219-220)." How useful 
is this analysis? Does it raise the 
main questions we need to ask about 
the errors of the Mozambican revo
lution? 

The essence of anthropological 
method is immersing oneself in the 
everyday life of the people one is 
studying, trying to see the world 
through their eyes. There are risks 
in this method. The community 
may be very differentiated yet we 
mistake a particular view of the 
world for a general truth. The el
ders may not think as do the youth; 
women may not think as men do; el
ders of royal lineages may not think 
as do those who have had no share 
in political power. Or the causes of 
the events we are studying may lie 
outside the boundaries of space and 
time that we have defined for our 
study, but this is not clear either to 
us or to the people we are studying.  

That is why the quality of an
thropological work is dependent on 
the way that anthropologists theo
rize their questions. It is theory that 
draws attention to the contradictory 
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positions of different social groups 
and obliges us to look for differences 
in their experience and views of the 
world. It is theory that allows us 
to decide how much history we need 
to know to understand the present, 
and how far in social space we need 
to go to understand why people act 
as they do.  

We are forced to rely on Geffray's 
considerable experience in Nampula 
and in Mozambique and his feel 
for context in his interpretation of 
events since his book does not actu
ally present much empirical evidence 
to back up its arguments, particu
larly in its discussion of Frelimo's 
errors; there are few examples pre
sented, there are no numbers, there 
is no bibliography. It is unfortu
nate, then, that his work is heavily 
informed by a theoretical perspec
tive based in a certain anthropolog
ical tradition, for it is a perspective 
that limits him, conditioning what 
he sees and doesn't see in the war 
in Nampula and the way in which 
he analyzes the strategy of socialist 
construction in Mozambique.  

I think that there are two prin
cipal weaknesses in the theoretical 
tools which Geffray uses in his anal
ysis of the war in Mozambique: (a) 
he dichotomizes internal and ex
ternal class forces and (b) he di
chotomizes the traditional world of 
the peasantry and the modern world 
of the cities. These misleading di
visions are part of the theoretical 
baggage with which many anthro
pologists survey the world. At the 
same time, Geffray ignores the clas
sical concerns of Marxists and so
cialists in the analysis of revolution
ary situations. He also fails to treat 
problematically the nature of the po
litical, economic and cultural struc
ture formed by colonialism which 
any strategy of socialist transition 
had (and has) to confront. These 
are mistakes.  

Many of the problems which Gef-

fray tries to understand have indeed 
been analyzed and debated by revo
lutionary movements themselves (in
cluding Frelimo) and by socialist 
analysts of many and diverse ten
dencies trying to understand where 
things went wrong. There is some
times a tendency to place African 
revolutions outside world revolution
ary traditions, because African peas
ants are viewed as being bound up 
in a pre-historic world of clan, tribe 
and magic. However, I think that 
many of the difficulties Frelimo met 
in building socialist democracy in 
the countryside are part of the gen
eral heritage of socialist revolutions 
that we must be willing now to con
front directly and to critique.  

Inside/Outside 
Geffray sets to the side what he 
calls "the war of the secret ser
vices" in order to concentrate on the 
internal political and social condi
tions underlying the establishment 
and spread of hostilities. He rec
ognizes that Renamo was set up by 
the Rhodesians and sustained by the 
South African security forces, but he 
argues that this aspect of the war is 
well known and thus he does not deal 
with it.  

This seems to me a very dan
gerous abstraction to make, pre
cisely because the development of 
class forces within Mozambique and 
their effect on Frelimo ideology and 
practice are so intimately related to 
the dynamic of external aggression 
- economic and political as well as 
military. For the war in Mozam
bique is one of a recent series of con
flicts in which internal forces have 
been promoted, financed, trained 
and logistically supported by the 
United States, U.S. backed regimes 
like South Africa, and various other 
capitalist states, to undermine so
cialist governments through low in
tensity rural guerrilla warfare.  

Generally the foci of attack have 
been chosen precisely to exacerbate
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or create conflicts between the so
cialist government and the peas
antry rather than to confront di
rectly the power of the state or to 
construct a counter-power. The tar
geting of road transport and the con
sequent breakdown in mercantile re
lations between town and country 
and between different regions of the 
country is an example. Such low in
tensity warfare is generally accom
panied, as. it was in Mozambique, 
by the imposition of economic sanc
tions, political isolation and limited 
intervention by conventional forces.  
But there is little investment in 
the political future of the counter
revolutionary guerrilla force; its pur
pose has been served when the so
cialist government is either removed 
or redefines its objectives.  

Abstracting his analysis from 
any consideration of imperialism as 
a system articulating external and 
internal forces leads to a number of 
particular problems in Geffray's ac
count of the war in Mozambique.  
Firstly, he strains to find explana
tions for Renamo activities which 
seem incompatible with the build-

ing of a political base. But his ar
guments only clarify that those who 
formulate Renamo strategy have not 
been until recently particularly con
cerned with its political legitimacy.  
Geffray asks at one point, for ex
ample, why Renamo undertakes the 
random massacres on the roads. His 
answer: "Almost all travellers are 
people from the town and cities or 
they are country-folk with a network 
of urban contacts, caught out pre
cisely when they were coming or go
ing to town. These people belong to 
the strata of the population whose 
conditions were profoundly trans
formed in the colonial situation: em
ployees, workers, traders, artisans, 
wealthy businessmen engaged in tri
lateral or quadrilateral trade, the 
unemployed living on odd jobs and 
dealing, women visiting their rural 
in-laws or coming back with a sack of 
cassava, families looking for a cousin 
who has made it in town ... In other 
words, the travellers in the convoys 
are people whose condition is op
posed to that of those marginalized 
by the colonial state and left to fend 
for themselves by the independent 
state, those who entered into dissi-
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dence against this state and placed 
themselves massively under the shel
ter of Renamo's weapons" (p.216).  

In fact, all rural families whom 
I have met in Mozambique, includ
ing in those areas of north-central 
Nampula which Geffray considers 
marginalized, have kin and friends 
on the roads. By stopping the move
ment of people and goods in the 
country Renamo does more than, in 
Geffray's phrase, "gravely affect the 
material and social living conditions 
of the urban and peri-urban milieu." 
He does not see how debilitating the 
breakdown of trade has been for ru
ral people themselves (even though 
he has previously noted that this is 
one of the factors that has led to 
disenchantment with Renamo in its 
occupied zones). If we do not as
sume that Renamo has been con
cerned with building a popular base 
in the first place, then the reason be
hind the attacks on rural transport 
are transparent. Stopping trade 
will certainly undermine any pro
grams of social or productive invest
ment and undermine Frelimo's pop
ular base by worsening the standard 
of living in both country and city.  
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Secondly, Geffray's abstraction 

from the relationship between ex
ternal and internal forces leads him 
to look at the evolution of Frelimo 
with a particularly jaundiced and 
ahistorical eye. The Frelimo that 
emerges in Geffray's work is a par
asite, a creature of false fronts and 
empty promises. Yet the evolution 
of the war itself had created new 
class forces both within Mozambique 
and within Frelimo well before Gef
fray's arrival. If we abstract from 
this history, we tend to see only the 
defensive measures of the 1980s and 
forget the optimism, sense of recon
struction and broad mass participa
tion in activities organized by Fre
limo, in both rural and urban areas, 
during the first years after Indepen
dence.  

When Geffray began his field
work in Nampula, a large part of 
the neighbouring province of Zam
bezia, Mozambique's most popu
lous and most productive agricul
tural area, was occupied by Ren
amo forces and road transport was 
paralysed. The forced movement of 
the population of Erati into villages 
was dictated principally by military 
considerations. These villages were 
more like the familiar, and often 
similarly ill-advised "strategic ham
lets" of the Portuguese than Fre
limo's original conception of commu
nal villages ("aldeias communais") 
based in the building of common so
cial infra-structure and new forms 
of agricultural production. By the 
mid-80s, Frelimo was indeed con
cerned with the building of a defen
sive local-level political apparatus in 
the context of a successful internal 
military opposition.  

Earlier, however, there was much 
greater importance given by Frelimo 
to mass political participation per 
se. In 1979, for example, I worked 
with a Centre of African Studies 
(CEA) research brigade close to 
Nacaroa in southern Erati district.  
It was evident that most families 
were not particularly interested in 
moving their houses to the site of the 
new communal village (where our 

Southern Africa REPORT

own brigade also camped), but they 
were interested in the better com
mon social services on offer there.  
Moreover, the youthful members of 
the local dynamizing group did go 
out and talk with the families in 
their area; people were frank and the 
dynamizing group heeded what was 
said.  

When Geffray began his field
work in Nampula, however, paral
lel markets were well developed in 
rural areas and commercial profit 
was being rapidly accumulated by 
the new traders, many of them with 
links to the state apparatus and the 
army. Of course, parallel markets 
did not develop only because of the 
war, but the speculative accumula
tion of capital is probably endemic 
to any war economy. The state and 
army became bases of recruitment 
for new class forces that parasiti
cally came to leech from both peas
ants and workers, and to sap the ef
ficiency of both government and de
fence.  

Thirdly, Geffray falls into think
ing at several points of Renamo as 
an autonomous force. He speaks of 
Renamo having won its war, of Re
namo as an armed social body func
tioning on its own account. This 
emphasis on the autonomy of Re
namo influences Geffray's analysis 
of how the conditions of war are 
reproduced. He offers, for exam
ple, an explanation of the localiza
tion of Renamo bases: "Every Re
namo base is thus like a 'metasta
sis', favouring the eruption in the 
Mozambican social fabric of a patho
logical pattern of development of 
the conflicts upon which it parasit
ically feeds. Thus we can explain 
the strange spatial configuration of 
the hostilities, like a leopard's coat." 
Yet what of the importance of the 
rearguard support lines in the estab
lishment and maintenance of Ren
amo bases. Local conflicts are sig
nificant - Renamo is indeed a force 
within Mozambican society - but 
note that the leopard's spots have 
at various times been concentrated 
most dramatically along (and some-

times over) the Rhodesian, South 
African and Malawian borders. The 
waging of the war continues to de
pend on support from outside.  

Peasant society in Nampula 

Geffray tends to assume that in 
Nampula there is a homogeneous 
peasantry sharply differentiated 
from townspeople and living within 
a traditional world dominated by 
traditional cults, rules and practices.  
The clearest voices in this world 
view are those of the lineage elders.  
Others, like migrant-workers, ma
sons, tailors, traders, and the trav
ellers in the road convoys massa
cred by Renamo, are treated as ur
ban intruders. For Geffray, Frelimo 
ignored or rejected the traditional 
world of the peasantry and found its 
base among the urbanized. Thus the 
peasantry rejected Frelimo.  

This point of view has re
cently gained considerable credence 
in Mozambique. Strategic choices 
made by Frelimo, such as the aboli
tion of the system of regulos (chiefly 
functionaries within the Portuguese 
administrative system), are viewed 
as errors. Inversely, the integration 
of traditional chiefs, spirit mediums 
and healers into the system of gover
nance is viewed as a key to Renamo's 
success. For some within the army 
Frelimo's rejection of tradition thus 
explains why it was not possible for 
Frelimo to win the war militarily.  

Yet the peasantry of north
ern Mozambique was dominated 
for much of the colonial period 
by forced cotton cultivation, while 
cash-cropping by the peasantry ex
panded and diversified from the 
1960s on. Moreover, for men who 
came of age in the 1960s in Nampula 
some period of wage-labour was also 
very common, the construction of 
the Nacala-Malawi railway, expan
sion of the port and the presence 
of Portuguese military bases both in 
the city of Nampula and in Nacaroa 
all having their impact in this re
spect. And many women and chil
dren worked the Portuguese farmers' 
own cotton fields.

january 1992 27



The expansion of the settler 
community and increasing depen
dence on wage labour and/or cash
cropping led to greater social differ
entiation in Nampula, as in the rest 
of Mozambique. There were con
flicts over ownership and use of land; 
some families had the labour to ex
pand commercial production while 
others worked in their fields or de
pended on remittances; lineage el
ders generally had an advantageous 
position in the expansion of cash
cropping, but so also did well-paid 
migrant workers who could use their 
wages to recruit labour from out
side their families. In sum, ru
ral life in Nampula at the end of 
the colonial period was contradic
tory and these contradictions were 
further compounded by the presence 
of returned migrants (and would
be migrants) who became trapped 
in the countryside with the collapse 
of the economic base of the cities 
of Nampula and Nacala at Indepen
dence.  

Rural political structures and 
peasant ideology at the end of the 
colonial period reflected these con
tradictions. We cannot simply dis
tinguish elements which were legit
imate and acceptable to all of the 
peasantry and those which were im
posed from outside. As in any so
ciety, the peasantry's cultural be
liefs are both systematic and in
ternally contradictory, reflecting the 
present terms of their social life.  
It is thus impossible to distinguish 
political stiructures which are legit
imate and untainted by colonial
ism because they are rooted in pre
colonial systems. For example, it is 
true (as Geffray points out) that the 
colonial administration often over
looked or replaced legitimate title
holders when it named its regulos.  
But the language and organization 
of the system of local administra
tion which underlay forced labour 
and forced crops appropriated and 
compromised the positions of tradi
tional chiefs and clan headmen.  

Abstracting from this social dif
ferentiation and looking so intently

for the traditionalism of the peas
antry leads Geffray to analyze the 
question of peasant opposition to, 
and support for, Frelimo in a very 
partial way. I think that the base 
that heard and embraced Frelimo's 
language in the period from 1975 to 
around 1980 was much greater than 
Geffray records. I do not think that 
it is accurate to describe this base as 
essentially urban. Even Yamaruzu 
a defender of traditional rituals and 
a critic of Frelimo who is much cited 
by Geffray - says that those who de
stroyed the paraphernalia of ritual 
practices were "our sons"! 

Frelimo's practice: terms for a 
critique 

I want to consider just three aspects 
of Frelimo policy which meant a di
rect and deliberate assault on the ex
isting organization of rural life: local 
level administration, cultural policy 
and economic policy. In each of 
these areas, Frelimo met substan
tial support as well as some opposi
tion in rural areas. In each of these 
areas Frelimo failed and in each of 
these today a particular critique of 
the past is being used to put forward 
a view of the future. Although I am 
not prepared to analyze thoroughly 
these questions here, I do propose 
to show why I think that Geffray's 
rural/urban dualism is not a useful 
way to understand what happened.  

(a) The "Villagizing State" or 
the administrating party? 

Here we must return to Geffray's cri
tique of what he terms the "Villag
izing State." He notes that in Zam
bezia, a major Renamo target, very 
few communal villages were actually 
formed. He argues, however, that 
villagization was a corner-stone of 
Frelimo's political strategy, whether 
or not villages materialized. This 
is because the state and the party 
are only present in the rural milieu 
through the village secretary, the vil
lage party-cell, the national youth 
organization (OJM) of the village.  
What is really in question, then, is 
Frelimo's system of local-level ad
ministration, one which made a di-

rect and frontal assault on political 
dualism.  

In colonial Africa, French, En
glish or Portuguese, the lowest 
level of political administration in

4egrated legitimate local kings and 
chiefs (or, where others were named 
in their place, the accoutrements of 
power were reestablished on tradi
tional lines to promote legitimacy).  
But these local chiefs were subordi
nated to the colonial administration 
and the tasks of local level admin
istration profoundly altered: col
lection of the head and hut-taxes, 
recruitment of forced labour and 
implementation of forced cotton
cropping. In sharp contrast, the Eu
ropean code of law and system of ad
ministration applied to urban areas, 
and to capitalist farms and mines 
where most Africans were legally 
only visitors (and workers).  

In most of Africa after indepen
dence, this legal and administrative 
dualism was maintained, although 
the boundaries between the two sys
tems and movement between them 
were made more flexible. Looking 
at 15 years of African independence, 
Frelimo saw this dualism as divisive, 
anti-democratic and responsible for 
maintaining economic backwardness 
in the countryside. I agree. I think 
it would be a fundamental error to 
conclude that the war in Mozam
bique shows that Mozambican peas
ants need colonial-style regulos.  

Of course, Geffray's argument is 
not that Mozambique needs regulos 
but rather that people want respect 
and recognition for their traditional 
chiefs. He notes that many of the 
ex-regulos stayed in Frelimo zones 
and that Renamo tried to recruit the 
true traditional title-holders. In a 
recent interview, he suggested that 
Frelimo must implement three mea
sures to break the present impasse 
in the countryside: let people live 
outside the villages, maintain the 
amnesty law, and honour the au
thority of traditional leaders who 
were not on the side of the Por
tuguese. But this last measure 
seems to me politically naive. Per-
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Villagers training for local militia, Zi 

mit people to respect and honour re
ligious figures and title-holders, to 
be sure, but the underlying question 
of how local governance and politi
cal power is to be organized cannot 
be conjured away. Instead it opens 
up a series of complex considerations 
that Geffray does not even begin to 
consider. But these must be part of 
the Marxist debate on socialist tran
sition and, indeed, were continually 
discussed by Frelimo itself. I will re
fer only to a few of them here.  

(i) Didactic politics All colonial
ism was fascist, but Portuguese colo
nialism in Mozambique, based as it 
was in a fascist regime in Portu
gal, was politically very repressive.  
There was thus little political expe
rience and organization upon which 
Frelimo could base its conception of 
people's power. The political pro-

cess at the base was therefore viewed 
as largely didactic. There was mass 
participation and a great deal of dis
cussion and debate, but decisions 
made at the base considered to be 
politically incorrect were, as Geffray 
notes, sometimes annulled by higher 
authority. Nonetheless, the question 
of how to build political experience 
seems to me a real one and was di
rectly confronted by Frelimo in the 
first years of the revolution. It is 
now largely pushed aside by the as
sumption that Mozambique has be
come democratic simply because the 
new constitution has introduced a 
multi-party system.  

(ii) Double subordination In 
Marxist theories of socialist transi
tion, the party should constitute a 
force separate from the state and ca
pable of entering into opposition to

it. Frelimo talked about the need 
for the party to throttle the colonial 
state and to construct an alternative 
based in people's power. In practice, 
however, it opted for a system of 
public administration in which the 
party secretary at a particular level 
was also the top official in the gov
ernment hierarchy. The provincial 
first secretary was always the gov
ernor of the province. The district 
administrator was the first secretary 
of Frelimo at the level of the dis
trict. In situations of contradiction, 
such as labour shortage on a state
farm or abuse of power by a public 
official, this system tended to make 
the party the defender of the state in 
its existing form. It also meant that 
the power of the local elected peo
ple's assemblies, to which the gov
ernment was theoretically account
able, was very weak.
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(iii) Restricted role of mass or
ganizations Mass organizations in 
Mozambique were created by Fre
limo. Coming out of colonial
ism and fascism, it is hard to 
imagine another political or social 
force which could have done so.  
The problem that then emerged is 
one which other socialist revolu
tions confronted: should such orga
nizations be autonomous from the 
party? 

Mozambique never did develop 
a peasants' association. It was 
thought that the mass of the peas
antry would move quickly into coop
eratives and thus organize through 
cooperative unions. The tight con
trol exercised by Frelimo over unions 
and the women's and young people's 
organizations would seem to indi
cate, however, that even if a peas-

ants' organization had been formed 
it would not have been allowed to 
operate as an independent political 
forum. Frelimo never allowed demo
cratic institutional forms aimed at 
reaching the broad mass of peasants 
and workers to develop outside the 
party.  

There is a related issue in Fre
limo political practice which Geffray 
does address quite thoroughly and 
sometimes passionately. This is the 
blank slate problem: the tendency 
to impose an ideal pattern without 
any attention to how rural people 
actually organized their lives. Gef
fray attributes this problem to Fre
limo's weak rural base. This seems 
to me to be a simplification of a com
plex problem. For the urban and, 
I would say, bourgeois bias, in Fre
limo's approach to the peasantry ac-

tually sprang from the weakness of 
the party and democratic organiza
tions vis-4-vis the state.  

Given the educational biases of 
the colonial system, technocrats 
were often recruited from among the 
sons and daughters of the liberal 
bourgeoisie, often settler in origin.  
Most thought of themselves as en
thusiastic supporters of the revolu
tion and were tireless in their work.  
Their class and cultural perspective 
was not, however, consistently tem
pered by political intervention based 
in democratic discussion and debate 
on the part of those who were the 
objects of state policy.  

Furthermore, Frelimo's tremen
dous confidence in the support that 
it had from the peasantry was used 
to justify ambitious programmes of
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rapid political and economic change.  
It was initially expected that people 
would be living in communal villages 
within five years, and thus the po
litical structures appropriate to ur
ban areas would also work in the 
countryside. Gradualism was con
sidered to be a defeatist dirty word 
which the then minister of agricul
ture asked us to remove from a doc
ument prepared in 1980 by the CEA 
on planning in cooperatives.  

When radical strategies did not 
work, Frelimo often closed its eyes 
and allowed local compromises to 
determine what kind of political sys
tem really worked. One of the rea
sons I find Geffray's general analy
sis of the war unconvincing is that 
in many areas headmen early re
asserted their control of local level 
politics. Yet this was not necessar
ily an unqualified good. Geffray ar
gues that traditional chiefs entered 
the war not to reclaim the privileges 
that those who had been made reg
ulos enjoyed in the colonial period, 
but rather to reconquer their dig
nity and the exercise of their au
thority which had been repressed by 
Frelimo. The problem is that dig
nity and authority were enmeshed in 
a system of local governance which 
any socialist political strategy would 
have to alter.  

(b) Frelimo's cultural national
ism 

Dualism also characterizes the cul
tural heritage of colonialism. Here, 
too, Frelimo declared an assault on 
dualism, attempting to build a siugle 
national culture which would meld 
the experience of diverse groups of 
Mozambicans. In the period im
mediately following Independence, 
the Mozambican Revolution was cul
turally very radical. There was a 
strong sense that colonialism had 
kept the people in ignorance, super
stition and fear, and a correspond
ing affirmation of their right to ed
ucation (adult literacy, for example) 
and science.  

The other side of this positive 
policy was a tendency to try to crush

The "Mapico", a Maconde dance, Nampula 1988

or suppress values and beliefs that 
were viewed as anti-scientific, sepa
ratist or unprogressive, like consult
ing a diviner, identifying oneself by 
one's ethnic group of origin or pay
ing lobolo (bride-price). This did 
not mean a general assault on peas
ant culture. The national music and 
dance festival, for example, brought

together groups from all over the 
country, army recruits sang drills in 
many different national languages, 
and school-books were rewritten to 
make them more relevant to rural 
children.  

Religion was generally viewed as 
reactionary in itself during the first 
years of the revolution. Nation-
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alization of health and education 
meant that many mission schools 
and hospitals were taken over by 
the government, but churches and 
mosques were also closed and some
times vandalized. Traditional heal
ers and ancestor-cults were treated 
with similar disrespect. This period 
is referred to by Yamaruzu, and was 
discussed and criticized at length in 
the meeting between religious lead
ers and Samora Machel in 1982.  

Geffray sees these events as a 
reflection of Frelimo's petty bour
geois and urban bias. This seems 
to me a misreading of the problem.  
A good number of the worst abuses 
were carried out by members of 
the FPLM, generally recruited from 
peasant households. The notion of 
the total rupture with the past, the 
sense of redefining the world in a rev
olutionary context, is not alien to 
the peasantry and not specific to the 
Mozambican revolution. Rather, as 
in the case of the political restruc
turing of the countryside, Frelimo's 
problem in the area of cultural pol
icy was that it expected to effect so 
rapid a restructuring of rural and ur
ban life that it was not necessary 
to have a strategy for getting from 
where people were to where Frelimo 
dreamed they could be. The way 
people thought and felt and talked 
was to change in accord with the 
changes in the organization of ma
terial life.  

In consequence, as the liter
acy campaigns slowed, as economic 
problems deepened, as the commu
nal village program stagnated, Fre
limo found itself without any clear 
cultural policy. Although the truce 
with the institutionalized power of 
the Christian churches and with Is
lam took longer, a tacit truce with 
peasantry's values and beliefs was 
declared early on. I simply did 
not find in my work in rural areas, 
as Geffray asserts, that the peas
antry lived in a world of shame, 
afraid to show their allegiance to 
traditional beliefs. In Gaza in 
1979, for example, middle-aged ru
ral women argued in a public meet-

ing that exchange of lobolo pro
tected women's interests and Zion
ist preachers openly tied their sym
bols on their roof-tops. In 1982, 
one night in Angonia, our research 
brigade was invited to see the nyau, 
danced with full knowledge (and at
tendance by some) of village author
ities. In 1983, young soldiers told 
of officers in their units who were 
bullet-proof and entered into con
flict with local spirit-mediums. All 
of this was troubling for Frelimo, 
which never resolved its attitude to
ward the ideological training of its 
own cadres and even less the mean
ing of Marxism for the broad mass 
of both peasants and workers.  

(c) Frelimo's economic policy 

In sum, I think Geffray's tendency 
to attribute the spread of the war 
to Frelimo's rejection of traditional 
politics and cultural values to be 
simplistic. I also think it some
what dangerous, since arguments of 
this type are now being used to jus
tify the need to re-institute dualist 
systems of political administration.  
However, the most serious analytical 
failure resulting from Geffray's own 
conceptual scheme is not so much 
what he says, but what he doesn't 
say. For Geffray does not discuss 
the implications for the peasantry of 
Frelimo's strategy of rapid accumu
lation based in wage-sectors of the 
economy. Here he seems to me to ne
glect a fundamental element, a link 
between economic and political con
tradictions, that did help shape the 
social basis of the war.  

Interestingly, an earlier report 
co-authored by Geffray (with Mo
gens Pedersen, 1984) on peasant dis
content with Frelimo in Erati pro
vides a good example. They told 
how a consumer cooperative sold 
much sought after consumer goods 
only to a privileged few who were 
part of the traditional hierarchy in 
the area where the cooperative was 
situated. The form of rationing 
was based in the local structure of 
power, but the source of the con
tradiction was a fund of consumer 
goods so limited for the country-

side that market incentives ceased 
to function in the state's relation to 
the peasantry. The state sometimes 
tried to intervene politically to re
cruit casual workers for the state
farms or to increase peasant mar
keting. Geffray gives quite a lot 
of credit to the former governor of 
Nampula in the mid-1980s, Gaspar 
Dzimba, for agreeing with him that 
people should not be forced into 
communal villages. This was in
deed commendable, but this same 
Dzimba is the governor who made 
himself infamous by declaring that 
the peasants of Nampula should rec
ognize that cultivating cotton was 
not a favour but an obligation they 
owed to the state.  

The goods shortage in the coun
tryside reflected Frelimo's develop
ment strategy of concentrating in
vestment in public sector enter
prises and aiming for an extremely 
high growth rate. The war exacer
bated this goods shortage but it did 
not initiate it. Peasant discontent 
with the state has reflected the un
favourable movement in the terms of 
trade. However, this type of prob
lem falls outside Geffray's field of 
vision, even though his 'own disser
tation research gives much evidence 
of increasing peasant involvement in 
the market at the end of the colonial 
period.  

The question of economic strat
egy is also central when trying to 
understand the processes of uneven 
development which lie behind what 
Geffray calls "marginality." It is 
true that Renamo often entered first 
into areas that had been marginal
ized by the colonial government and 
continued to be so after Indepen
dence. Yet the vulnerability of these 
areas is not necessarily rooted in the 
strength of traditional authority or 
looser dependence on the market.  
In its attempt to implement a pol
icy of rapid accumulation, Frelimo 
tended to concentrate investment in 
the same areas where colonial cap
ital had invested. It also invested 
more in the defence of these areas 
once the war began.
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ozambicans, returned from the GDR, sell their possesszons,

"Marginal" areas were often 
labour reserves, with little invest
ment in infra-structures and defence.  
Their basic social institutions were 
nonetheless deeply affected by colo
nialism. Structural unemployment 
of young men was a major prob
lem in these areas after Indepen
dence, the 1980 census showing high 
rates of out-migration by them in 
many of these labour-reserve areas.  
In turn, the young and unemployed 
were frequent targets for Renamo re
cruitment, forced and voluntary, in
side and outside Mozambique. But 
how best to interpret developments 
like this? Surely they represent less 
the "revenge" of traditional soci
ety than the negative fall-out from 
weaknesses in Frelimo's own applica
tion of "modern," socialist policies.  

For O'Laughlin, interpretations

matter. At the very outset of her 
manuscript she worries Geffray's 
analysis will help fuel a rewriting of 
Mozambican history that is all too 
convenient for many who now hold 
political and economic power in that 
country. If the Mozambican cri
sis did indeed spring in significant 
measure from internal errors, such 
Mozambican notables now suggest, 
the problem was the socialist option 
itself - at best the projection of an 
impossible dream, at worst a plot to 
impede the development of national 
capital. To continue the struggle, 
the left in Africa and elsewhere must 
therefore present an alternative cri
tique, one grounded in a rigorous 
evaluation of the errors and suc
cesses of the experience of Mozam
bique and other socialist revolutions 
but one cast in its own terms and 
grounded in its own principles.

In her concluding section, enti
tled "Where do we go from here?", 
O'Laughlin reverts again to the is
sue of the practical implications of 
our interpretations of the Mozambi
can situation - although here it is the 
implications for solidarity activists 
that concern her. She underscores 
the changes in Frelimo's policies 
stated openly enough at the party's 
Fifth Congress in 1989 when Frelimo 
"defined itself as a broad mass party 
englobing all classes" and presented 
a programme which, in O'Laughlin's 
words, "no longer includes the end 
of exploitaion as a strategic objec
tive." For her, the question is thus 
posed as to whether "Frelimo today 
represents class interests that we as 
socialists can continue to support?" 
As noted earlier, we hope to return 
to her thoughts on this question in a 
future issue of SAR.
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