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THE ROLE OF WOMEN IN THE LIBERATION OF MOZAMBIQUE*
by

Allen Isaacman and Barbara Isaacman

"The antagonistic contradition is not between women
and men, but between women and the social order, be-
tween all exploited people, both women and men, and
the social order. The fact that they are exploited
explains why they are not involved in all plamning
and decision-making tasks in society, why they are
exeluded from working out the concepts which govern
economic, social, cultural and political life, even
when their interests are directly affected. This
is the main feature of the contradiction; their ex-
clusion from the sphere of decision-making in
society. This contradiction can only be solved by
revolution, because only revolution desiroys the
foundations of exploitative society and rebuilds
society on new foundations, freeing the initiative
of women, integrating them in society as rcepone‘b
ble members and invelving them in decision-making."
—sSamora Machel, "The Liberation of Women is a
Necessity of the Revolution, a Guarantee of its
Triumph." (Opening Address to the Conference of
Organiza%ao de Mulher Mogambicana, 0.M.M., (Organi-
zation of Mozambican Women), 1973.

Despite the expression of such lofty sentiments by the
President of FRELIMO, merely becoming involved in the revolu-
tionary struggle against colonial capitalist oppression did not
automatically liberate women from exploitative relationships.
Rather, those women who chose to join the liberation movement,
found themselves having to combat not only an external enemy
but also the prevailing sexist attitudes and discrimination

*This is a condensed version of a paper originally entitled:
“National Liberation and Women's Liberation: Mozambican Women
in the Armed Struggle, 1962-1975." The paper was presented
at UNESCO Experts meeting on the subject: "The Role of Women
in Angola, Guinea Bissau, Mozambique and Zimbabwe," in Septem-
ber, 1983.

The original article is copy-righted to Allen Isaacman and
Barbara Isaacman. This version is published with the permis-
sion of the authors, to whom Ufahamu is profoundly grateful.
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within FRELIMO. Initially male leadership did 1ittle more than
issue proscriptive declarations stressing the importance of

the emancipation of women. It was not until women gained enough
self-confidence and began to make their own demands did the
issue of their liberation become an explicit and integral part
of the revolution. The gradual recognition of the connection
between the revolutionary process and the liberation of women
constituted a fundamental part of the radical transformation

of FRELIMO. The increasing militancy of women, symbolized by
their demand to bear arms, set in motion a process which, how-
ever unevenly, has altered relations of power between the sexes
and compelled the FRELIMO leadership to treat the emancipation
of women as an integral part of its post-independent socialist
agenda. Before examining the role of women in the armed strug-
gle and their efforts to shape their own history, a brief out-
Tine of the situation of women in colonial Mozambique and the
emergence of FRELIMO is a necessary point of departure.

WOMEN IN COLONIAL MOZAMBIQUE

During the twentieth century, the Mozambican people, wo-
men and men alike, suffered from the oppressive nature of the
co1onial]capitalist regime. They were recruited as chibalo
laborers' and forced to work for the Portuguese building roads,
houses and public buildings. They labored long hours on Por-
tuguese plantations for 1ittle or no salaries, cultivating
agricultural crops, such as cotton or rice, introduced by the
colonial regime to serve the interests of the ruling class in
Portugal. They were subjected to ever increasing levels of
taxation as Portuguese settlers grabbed the best land in the
rural areas for themselves, which led to progressively greater
impoverishment of the people and all the attendant social and
cultural evils and humiliation of colonialism. They were also
regularly beaten by colonial officials when they failed to
behave in ways expected of them by the colonialists.2

Women, however, suffered even more deeply than men. This
was partly due to the mere fact of being women in the context
of colonial practices. Prior to the imposition of colonial
rule a woman generally had two major tasks -- to grow food to
feed her family and to give birth to and raise her children.*
Among other domestic chores, such as preparing the family's

*This is what is referred to as the sexual division of labour
historically discernible in all societies at the same stage
of development. It is neither an exclusive characteristic of
African societies nor a conscious social act, as anthropolo-
gical studies tend to imply. (Ed. K.M.)
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food and fetching firewood and water, these 'duties' took up
all of her time. To these traditional tasks, the colonial re-
gime added an additional burden -- namely, forced labor re-
quisite for the cultivation of cotton or rice. Thus, when

she was rounded up to perform chibalo labor, there was no one
to work on the family plot, prepare the food and care for the
children. Similarly, if she lived in an area where the peasants
were required to cultivate cotton or rice, all of her time had
to be spent tending the crop, and there was little left over
to cultivate food for her family's subsistence. In order to
avoid starvation, women could only work on their own fields
when they were not engaged in forced labor on the settler's
plantations. This meant having to devote the early hours of
the morning to their own fields between 4 and 6 a.m. -- and
again late at night, by the moonlight. If a women's cotton
fields were not kept sufficiently clean, if she was not seen
working there often enough or if her yields were too low, she
was beaten by the African agents of the cotton concessionary
companies or by the Afrigan police attached to the Portuguese
colonial administration.

Her problems were compounded by the fact that her husband
was not usually around to assist her in food prnduction. Men
were the first to be rounded up for chibalo labor.” To avoid
the chibalo system or the requirement of forced cotton culti-
vation, many adult men migrated to neighboring colonies where
they would at least be paid for their labor. This migration
notwithstanding, labor recruiting was institutionalized in the
south to provide workers for the South African minesﬁand in the
center to procure cheap labor for southern Rhodesia.™ There
was also some internal labor recruiting done by the large cap-
italist companies 1ike Sena Sugar Estates. Those men who were
recruited to work outside Mozambique usually returned home for
a few months between contracts to see their families, but they
1eft6quickly in order to avoid being forced into chibalo la-
bor.” They usually stayed at home just long enough to buy and
1mpreg9ate a new wife or get their existing wife pregnant
again,’ leaving the women with large broods of children to
raise and feed.

The effect of large-scale male migration on the women
left behind was devastating. If the absence of men provided
women with greater economic opportunities and increased econo-
mic independence, it resulted nevertheless in additional tasks
imposed on the African population in the rural areas. For
example, construction projects and forced production fell al-
most entirely on the women's shoulders. Furthermore, this
perpetual absence of men left women with even greater respon-
sibility for domestic and agricultural activities. As a re-
sult, women's 1lives worsened appreciably during the colonial
period and the nutritional intake of the family declined
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dramatically.8
SEXUAL EXPLOITATION

Another form of oppression of women during the colonial
period was their sexual exploitation by the colonialists.
Pretty women, who in the traditional society suffered the in-
dignity of forced marriage as "co-wives" of local chiefs, found
their problems worsened during the colonial period with the
arrival of large numbers of European men. Married or not, it
was unsafe for young women to walk on the roads. Our infor-
mants recounted numerous instances in which such women were
taken by the colonialists.? The colonialists also permitted
their African police the same privileges. In fact, one of the
causes of the 1917 Barue Rebellion, in what is now Manica pro-
vince, was the widespread raping by the African police of girls
as young as seven or eight who had been forced to work on the
road building projects of the Mozambique Company.l0

The situation worsened with the arrival of large numbers
of Portuguese troops. Women in Beira recounted stories of
soldiers who roamed the African suburbs at night looking for
African women, and, if one struck their fancy, it didn't mat-
ter that she was out with her husband. They simply took her
off, and her husband was helpless.ll European men believed
that any African woman would be pleased to sleep with them
merely because they are white.

This attitude created serious problems for Mozambican
women. In the urban areas, women began to consider themselves
superior to others if European men expressed a desire to sleep
with them.12 The result was a form of 'racism' among women
against which the Organization of Mozambican Women (0.M.W.) is
still battling.

One outgrowth of the sexual exploitation of women by the
colonial regime was the widespread prostitution it generated.
Initially, prostitution flourished in the major urban areas in
which the colonialists lived and to which tourists from South
Africa and Rhodesia flocked to sleep with women who were taboo
in their own countries. With the arrival of large numbers of
Portuguese troops and their deployment throughout Mozambique,
the evils of prostitution spread as a consequence. Prostitu-
tion also prospered in way-stations for the miners returning
from South Africa, such as Ressano Garcia and Sinavane, where
they were_deluged by women eager to relieve them of their
earnings.
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During the colonial period prostitution was probably the
major means an African woman could earn a living. This was
the case especially in southern Mozambique. Owing to the a-
buse of women by their husband's families, and the difficulty
of obtaining divorce, many women ran away to the cities to
try to earn enough money to pay back the lobolo.l4 There were
few jobs available for women with no skills, and any that ex-
isted paid little and forced women to work under brutal condi-
tions.15 Thus prostitution offered them almost the only op-
portunity to sustain themselves and their children. Additional
urban factors, such as the pressure to live 1ike the European
bourgeoisie and to have nice clothes, also encouraged prosti-
tution since that was the only way such aspirations could be
achieved.16

It is, therefore, safe to say that the oppression of women
increased during the colonial period. By forcing women to
work harder and longer, as well as exploiting them sexually,
Portuguese colonial policy permitted the traditional systems
of oppression to flourish and even to become stronger. The
presupposed inferiority of women, in traditional society, was
thereby reinforced by colonial legislation and Christian doc-
trines as superimpositions on the pre-existing social systems.

THE 'LAW' OF LABOUR

Portuguese law divided the population of its colonies into
two groups -- "civilized" and "primitive," corresponding to
"non-native" and "native" respectively. The "civilized,"
"non-native" population was regulated by Portuguesi71aw, itself
very patriarchal and discriminatory towards women. The
"native" population was expected to continue to live according
to the rules of their traditional legal systems, as interpre-
ted and applied by the local Portuguese colonial administra-
tors.18 Under the latter approach the local administrator
decided questions brought before him with the assistance of
the "native" chiefs and other old men conversant with the oper-
ation of the traditional system. Since the administrator could
decide cases at his discretion -- there being no effective way
his decisions could be challenged -- assumptions about women's
inferiority prevalent in the Portuguese legal system often
found their way into his decisions.

Most of the Portuguese law was applied to Africans to re-
gulate the use of their labor, because the exploitation of
cheap, African labor underlay the entire colonial system.19
To the extent that women worked as chibalo laborers or later
as contract or domestic laborers, they were affected by these
native labor codes.20
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But the paternalism of employers permitted women to work
only in certain jobs, primarily in the cashew and clothing
industries, where they earned almost nothing. Treating women
as inferior even to African men, Portuguese colonialists un-
dervalued women's work, such that those sectors which hired
African women workers paid the ]oyist salaries. Despite a
provision in the Rural Labor Code®" requiring equal pay for
equal work,22 women were consistently paid less, and the Pro-
tuguese administration closed its eyes.23

Finally, the alien religious systems imported into Mozam-
bique both before and during the colonial period reinforced
women's position of inferiority. This was the case with the
penetration of Islam, especially in the coastal areas of Mo-
zambique. It introduced bride purchase into areas that had
not previously practiced it,24 reinforced tendencies toward
polygamy and even younger child marriages, forced women to
cover themselves and become even more subservient, and wrested
women away from whatever protection they had received living
in their family's village with their 'outsider' husbands.
Moreover, the Muslim divorce system permitted men to discard
their wives at will, without giving women the right to divorce
their husbands.25

Christianity also arrived in Mozambique full of patriar-
chal ideas about the inferiority of women. The penetration of
Christian missionaries was less extensive in Mozambique than
in most African countries;26 nevertheless, Christian mission-
aries controlled all the formal education available to African
children. In these institutions they instilled their students
with the patriarchal and discriminatory ideology of the Chris-
tian religion. Moreover, the student body of mission schools
was overwhelmingly male. This was partly due to traditional
attitudes against girls receiving schooling, but these were
certainly reinforced by the missionaries' position that school-
ing was more important to boys. The legacy of this policy
of educating only boys has made it difficult for women to en-
ter the labor market and to assume positions of importance in
an independent Mozambique.

FRELIMO'S FORMATIVE PHASE, 1962-1964

As early as 1960 the nationalist fervor sweeping through
Africa had captured the imagination of a small, but growing
number of Mozambican men and women. It first manifested it-
self in the establishment of UDENAMO (Uniao Democratica de
Mogambique), MANU (the Mozambican-Makonde Union), and UNAMI
(Unido Africana de Mogambique Independente), three exile or-
ganizations with narrow regional and ethnic appeal.
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Their one effort at political mobilization proved disas-
trous. In June 1961, five months after the birth of their
organization, several thousand MANU supporters, recruited from
the network of northern agricultural cooperatives, staged a
large peaceful demonstration in front of the Portuguese admin-
istrative center at Mueda. Teresinha Mblale, who subsequently
fought in the women's detachment of FRELIMO, recalled the car-
nage that followed:

I saw how the colonialists massacred the people at
Mueda. That was when I lost my uncle. Our peocple
were wunarmed when they began to shoot. To dg;'end
ourselves we picked up sticke and stones. We had
gone to ask for freedom, for elections.2l

Another survivor echoed her account of the blood-bath:

. . . the governor invited our leaders into the ad-
ministrator's office. I was waiting outside. They
were in there for four hours. When they came out
on the verandah, the governor asked the crowd who
wanted to speak. Many wanted to speak,
governor told them all to stand
Then, without another word,
police to bind the hands of those who had stood on
one side, and the police began ERS 1
was close by. I saw it all. people saw
what was happening, they began to demonstrate
against the Portuguese, and the Portuguese simply
ordered the police trucks to come and collect
those arrested persons. So there were more demon-
strations against this. At that moment the troops
were still hidden, and the people went up close to
the police to stop the arrested persons from being
taken away. So the governor called the troops,
and when they appeared he told them to open fire.
They killed about 600 people. Now the Portuguese
eay they have punished the governor, but, of
course, they have only sent him somewhere else.
I myself escaped because I was close to a grave-
ya:nd%;emleou!dtaksw, and then I ran

@ay.

gg 3
¥
§

Immediately thereafter the colonial state outlawed all African
organizations with more than thirty members.
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The Mueda massacre revealed MANU's lack of a coherent
strategy for gaining independence, a problem shared by all the
exile organizations. Influenced by nationalist gains in the
neighboring British colonies, they believed in the efficacy of
petitions, protest letters and non-violent demonstrations and
failed to anticipate the inflexibility of the regime they con-
fronted. In an effort to overcome the mutual suspicion which
divided them, President Nyerere of Tanzania invited the three
in 1962 to establish their headquarters in Dar-es-Salaam and
to work toward the creation of a unified movement. Prodded by
Nyerere, Kwame Nkrumah, the President of Ghana, and CONCP (the
Conference of Nationalist Organizations of the Portuguese Col-
onies), the three movements -- UNAMI, MANU and UDENAMO -- re-
luctantly agreed to merge into Frente de Libertagﬁo de Mocam-
bique (FRELIMO) under the leadership of Dr. Eduardo Mondlane.Z29

Mondlane, protected by diplomatic immunity as a United
Nations employee, had recently visited Mozambique. In shanty
towns on the outskirts of Lou o Marques and in his rural
Gaza homeland, he had met secretly with dissidents, both women
and men, who had urged him to organize a nationalist movement.
His presence particularly inspired the young. Recalled Esper-
anca Muthemba, a seventeen-year old girl in high school who was
to become one of the first women to participate in the clandes-
tine struggle:

In 1961 we had an opportunity to meet with Eduardo
Mondlane in Manjacaze. He emphasized to us (a group
of high school students) the need to study in order
to serve the people. This phrase remains in my head
until today, although at the time I did not fully

hend what he was saying. Sometime thereafter
I discussed it with my father who explained that
Mondlane was signalling us to get ready for the long
struggle for Mpendemsoand a eubsequent task of
governing a free nation.

Mondlane's immediate objective was to forge a broad-based
1nsur?ent coalition which could effectively challenge the co-
lonial regime. This meant not only unifying the three opposi-
tion groups but drawing into FRELIMO those who had recently
fled Mozambique and either were unattached to any of the older
exile groups or opposed them because of their narrow regional
and ethnic character. A younger generation of Portuguese-
trained, Marxist-oriented intellectuals also demanded to be
heard. At FRELIMO's First Congress in September 1962 a plat-
form designed to be acceptable to all the diverse interests was
adopted. The most urgent concern -- independence -- dictated
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unity. But, according to FRELIMO documents, unity in 1962 was
extremely fragile.

The existing, externally-based organizations which
Joined hande to form FRELIMO at that time did so re-
Luetantly, and largely at the urging of younger, un-
attached militante with more direct and recent ex-
perience of the harsh realities which existed inside
Mozambique iteelf. The causes which kept these or-
ganizations eeparate in the past -- namely, tribal-
iem, regionalism, lack of a clear and detailed set
of goale and of agreed and relevant strategies —--
eontinued to exist. The only thing which was common
to them wae their opposition to Portuguese colonial-
ism. On all other particulars, ineluding the actual
aims of the etruggle, the mode of military activity
to be undertaken or the very definition of the enemy,
there was no consensus. 31

Unity also meant incorporating into the movement all Mozambi-
cans of whatever social class or strata -- peasants, workers,
merchants, artisans and chiefs -- who supported the common
struggle. Thus, its objectives and composition made FRELIMO
a fairly typical Third World nationalist front uniting ideolo-
gically divergent groups on the basis of patriotism and oppo-
sition to foreign domination.

At the Congress' meeting in 1962 FRELIMO also took the
first tentative step toward addressing the exploitation of wo-
men. Its organizing statutes included a commitment to "promote
by all methggs the social and cultural development of Mozambi-
can women." FRELIMO resolved to promote the involvement of
women in the struggle and the establishment of a women's
organization. Yet, for all the rhetoric, the emancipation of
women did not surface as a critical issue within the liberation
movement until 1966.

RURAL WOMEN IN THE EARLY PHASE OF THE STRUGGLE, 1962-1964

For nearly two years before the beginning of the armed
struggle FRELIMO militants worked in small groups trying to mo-
bilize the peasants of northern Mozambique. Their objective
was to gain new recruits and to forge the rural support network
necessary for future guerrilla activities. This was not an
easy task, given the increased colonial surveillance, the pre-
sence of coopted chiefs in almost every village, and the fear
and skepticism most communities had absorbed during sixty years
of repressive colonial rule.

For those militants betrayed, their fate was always the
same -- interrogation, imprisonment or summary execution.
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Those who escaped detection still faced formidable difficulties.

When I firet began to organize, the people did not
know about politice. Moulybwthctthqhd
been mieerable all of their lives. I had many
bkaiathaudaycmdrmlkadonlydrw
night because the Portuguese knew my name and
times came looking for me. !r!nyac led me a bandit.

I ?

Ihe?.dmetmgsatmhtmdths whoioin.dul
went to their villages to organize.
year and a half like this before the war ﬂmlg
started in 1964, and always lived in the bush.

f.i

Despite these dangers, a number of women joined the ranks
of the first FRELIMO cadres. Marcelina Joaquim recounted her
own fears and the difficulties which she had to overcome:

My husband and I had fled to Tanzania before the war
to eseape the beatings at the hands of t Pormgmu.
MIJM&PRELMM&NWWM

de Prai in 1963 to help organue the mzmm
husband chose to etay in Tanzania
therwpportednwdaohwnmdjmnsdthmt
At that time I did not have a very clear idea what
FRELIMO stood for other than liberation from colonial-
iam. I was afraid of being detected but nevertheless
helped to organise meetings in the bush. There we
dimcedmdnmafﬂvedmmduht!ifcmld
be like without forced labor and I re-
eruited both men and women for FRELIMO.

Juliana Lais and Hirondsga Tonias also experienced self-doubt
and peasant skepticism. Both emphasized that the abstract
appeal of fighting against either colonialism or imperialism
evoked little enthusiasm, but, when they addressed the concrete
;ggditinns of exploitation, the peasants understood and respon-

We asked them if they had friende of family who were
maseacred at Mueda. What happened if they did not
meet the cotton quotas? How often they had to work
on the European sisal plantations or to build roade?
What they received for their taxes? By the end of
several reunides there wae a general understanding
of how completely they had been exploited and a re-
eognition that ongg by joining FRELIMO would their
lives be altered.
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Female cadres also organized special meetings to recruit
women. The logic of this strategy was self-evident -- every
member of the indigenous society was needed against the tremen-
dous power of the colonial regime. When women, historically
oppressed and denied any role in the world of politics, re-
mained silent or responded timidly, the cadres reminded them
that "it is not only the men who suffered from the exploitation
of the Portuguese. We are also exploited and discriminated
against and we cannot sit by idly while the men do the fight-
ing37 Even without using the issues of women's liberation as
the bait -- and there's no indication that these were explicit-
1y addressed -- women came to understand what was involved in
their recruitment, as Juliana Lais remembered:

. « + when the women in the village saw us epegking
out in public they knew that FRELIMO was good.

In short, the involvement of women heightened the consciousness
of their oppression and produced some strong revolutionary wo-
men despite the fact that FRELIMO lacked a coherent ideological
position on gender issues.

Slowly, and not without setbacks, FRELIMO cadres began to
organize a network of clandestine cells in the two northern
provinces of Cabo Delgado and Niassa. Whereas most party mem-
bers remained in their villages, many teenage girls and boys
who became members of FRELIMO's Youth League moved into the in-
terior where a series of bush bases had been established. From
there some went to Tanzania where they eventually got military
training, while others, weaned from their hideouts, set out to
mobilize additional support for FRELIMO. Life for them was
extremely difficult. The cadres lived on hunting and gathering,
with supplementary manioc which sympathetic villagers clandes-
tinely provided them, and were constantly on the move to pre-
vent detection. Their relatives suffered as well. "My parents
were beaten and their fields burned," rega1led Hirondina Tonias,
"when the police discovered my absence."39

Apart from their involvement in political mobilization,
the young women and men clandestinely stored arms and other war
materiel smuggled into the country from Tanzania and elsewhere.
At prearranged sites they also stocked dried manioc donated by
the peasants so that the guerrilla forces would have a food
supply when the struggle began. .Other members of the Youth
League kept Portuguese troop movements under surveillance and
mapped our enemy bases. Paulina Matues remembered how:

. . in 1963, well before the armed etruggle began,
I particeipated in clandestine activity . . . I spied
on the Portuguese soldiers and because I was a little
girl of twelve years of age, no one paid any atten-
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tion to me.40

A year later, after the first contingent of FRELIMO sold-
iers had completed their military training in Algeria, prepara-
tions were made to launch the first phase of the armed struggle.
Just prior to the attacks the covert FRELIMO network was acti-
vated. One young girl, who later fought in the women's detach-
ment, recalled that

The FRELIMO organizers told ue that we should prepare
everything to go to the bush because soon the Portu-
guese would start arresting and maseacring the people
owing to our support for FRELIMO. Two days later we
went to the bush. And some days later, on the 25th
of September, the war started in our region. The
people were given the task of blocking the roads with
big trees and holes, We also cut telephone wires and
cut down the poles.?

WOMEN IN THE CLANDESTINE STRUGGLE

At the same time that Mozambican women were helping to lay
the groundwork for the struggle in the north, their counter-
parts in the south were also engaged in anti-colonial clandes-
tine activities of a slightly different character. Whereas the
northern support network was rural-based, FRELIMO cells in the
south were located primarily in the coastal cities and towns
-- in the colonial capital of Lourengo Marques, Joao Belo, and
in Inhambane. FRELIMO cadres made occasional efforts to re-
cruit members in the rural hinterland, but there is no indica-
tion that they created a structure linking militants in the
cities with the rural areas. From the outset these southern
cells were small in number and isolated both from FRELIMO
bases located 1,000 miles away and from the overwhelming major-
ity of African peasants.

Just as the terrain in which the early FRELIMO cadres or-
ganized differed, so, too, did the social composition of the
membership. This difference lay in the fact that in the north
peasants filled the ranks of the movement, while in the south,
most of the fewer southern activists were young high school
students who had been actively involved in NESAM -- the Mozam-
bican student movement. To a large measure they were the
daughters and sons of relatively privileged blacks and mulat-
toes -- state bureaucrats, teachers, nurses and members of the
petite bourgeoisie. In many cases their families had played an
active role in such reformist organizations as the African
Union (Grémio Africano) or the Instituto Negrofilio.#2 In the
privacy of their homes, their parents instilled in them a sense
of racial pride and moral outrage at the previous injustices of
Portuguese colonial rule. "I was particularly fortunate since
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I had the luck of living in a family that was always very pol-
itical," remembered Tufina Muth . "In my household we al-
ways discussed political issues."

A small number of urban workers, migrant laborers who
moved between the countryside and the city, and a handful of
disgruntled traders joined FRELIMO's frail southern network.
Some older relatives of militant students were also drawn into
the movement. Typical of the latter was Adelina Madzonga, a
seamstress who was forty-five years old, when her nephews
Jjoined FRELIMO and convinced her 33 allow them to use her home
to hold secret meetings. A PIDE infiltrator informed on
her in 1963, and she spent the next year in prison. After her
release she became "an active member attending secret meetings
and helping to recruit young girls to flee the country and join
the armed struggle.” She went on to recount how she "hid two
young women in her house, disguised them and accompanied them
on the bush to the Swazﬂand gorder, until one day a group of
parents complained to PIDE." Madzonga was arrested and im-
prisoned for three years.

Madzonga's ordeal reflects the increasingly repressive
climate in which the southern militants had to operate. Des-
pite the fact that NESAM was a legal student organization from
which student leaders took great care to invite only trusted
NESAM members to join FRELIMO cells which operated independent-
ly of the organization, spies and infiltrators were everywhere.
Recalled Esperangca Muthemba:

Our objective was to mobilize all the students in
Xai-Xai and we were successful in recruiting them
into our organization. From this group we chose
only those members in whom we had great confidence
to join in the clandestine anti-colonial activities.
But from the outset we had serious probleme. The
authorities harassed us and inte us and in-
filtrated our organization with epies.

The NESAM branch in Louremiu Marques suffered a similar fate:

We wanted to organize ourselves, but we were perse-
cuted by the secret police. We had cultural and
educational activities, but during discussions we
had to keep a constant look out for the police . . .
The police persecuted us, they even banned NESAM.$7

Predictably, the young militants lived under constant fear
of being discovered. "In our cell were both boys and girls,
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most of whom were in secondary school," noted Leonora Secahava.
"We met secretly at our homes and we were warned that we must
not discuss political issues outside of these4gell meetings
because we would be identified and arrested." As Rufina Mu-
themba confessed,such warnings heightened their anxiety:

We were alwaye afraid even of our own shadows. We
had to be because of the threat of infiltration,
and because we lacked any real security strategy.
We just kept our eyes open for etrangers or for
people whom we dii not know who enthusiastically
promoted FRELIMO,%9

Fear created internal suspicions and a reluctance to recruit
new members, and thereby further isolated the frail FREngB
network, which "was based on familial and close friends."

Despite increasingly repressive conditions, the FRELIMO
cells not only continued to operate but, in the short-run, were
to some extent successful in two activities; namely the dis-
semination of anti-colonial information propaganda beyond their
own narrow networks and the creation of an "underground rail-
road" through which new recruits could escape to FRELIMO bases
in Tanzania. Women played prominent roles in both counts.

One of the most pressing needs of the liberation movement
was to capture the hearts and minds of Mozambicans 1living in
the south, far from their bases. This was no easy task given
the distance and the fact that the colonial regime had organ-
ized a massive propaganda effort to discredit the FRELIMO
“"terrorists." To counter this campaign and mobilize popular
support, clandestine cells began to print anti-colonial fliers
and pamphlets. The literature, based on material smuggled in
from Tanzania, evoked the long tradition of resistance in
southern Mozambique. It spoke of heroic efforts of President
Mondlane to unify all Mozambican nationalists under the banner
of FRELIMO,and highlighted the liberation movement's commitment
to freedom and social justice.51 A1l cell members participated
in this campaign.

During this campaign both men and women, that is to
say, both boys and girls, produced and distributed
the pamphlets. We were not separated from'the boys,
we ahgied the eame jobe and the eame responsibili-
ties.

The published material served as the basis for study sessions
within the cells. Such political slogans, as "FRELIMO --
Victory or Death," were extracted from the documents and imme-
diately scribbled on walls in the cities and the surrounding
African townships.
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The more substantial publications were clandestinely pro-
duced in Lourengo Marques and distributed throughout the south-
ern part of the colony. Virginia Mathanda, one of the princi-
pal organizers, described how they avoided detection.

My husband and I had a small lorry. Late at night we
dropped off pamphlets at designated locations in the
shanty towns near Lourengo Marques. It was more dif-
ficult distributing material in Gasa province and
north to the towns of Xai-Xai, Maxixe and Inhambane.
Since my husband was a trader and regularly delivered
goods to this area we placed the material in specially-
marked erates and dropped them off at rural shops
along with the other commodities. Almost immediately
the pamphlets were distributed among the militants
waiting at the shops.53

On two occasions, at least, militants mounted effective
public campaigns. On Christmas Eve in 1964, while parishioners
were attending mass, young women and men simultaneously dropped
thousands of FRELIMO pamphlets throughout much of the southern
part of the colony calling for the immediate independence of
Mozambique. They left the literature on church steps, in town
squares and at other strategic locations. Esperanca Muthemba,
then a young girl of seventeen, stayed behind to watch the
commotion in front of the main cathedral in Inhambane:

When people eame out of the church they found the
pamphlets and picked them up. The Africans were all
ercited and a bit nervous. Where did these pamph-
lets come from, they wanted to know? Who ie FRELIMO?
What will the police do? Some churchgoers were ar-
rested and interrogated by the secret police but

were subsequently released for lack of £nfomt£an.54

A month later the much publicized visit of a papal delegation
in southern Mozambique was almost disrupted when militants
infiltrated the large crowd and began to distribute FRELIMO
pamphlets. The pamphlets demanded independence and condemned
the ag;iance between the Catholic Church and the colonial re-
gime.

The clandestine cells also recruited young militants and
eventually forged an escape route via Swaziland and Rhodesia
to Tanzania. A number of teenagers were captured on their
to FRELIMO bases in Rhodesia. The 1964 arrest of Josina Machel,
who was to become a leading member of the women's detachment,
demonstrated the danger posed by the close working relationship
between the Portuguese secret police and their Rhodesian and
South African counterparts.
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I was arrested at the Viet. .a Fall. on the frontier
between Rhodesia and Zambia. The Rhodesian police
arrested me and sent me back to Lowrengo Marques.
There were eight in our group, boys cmd girle. The
Portugueee police threatened us, interrogated us and
beat up the boys. I was in prison for six months
without being sentenced or condemmed. I was in pri-
eon for ng months without them bringing a case a-

gainst me

Maria Mutanda and her husband were among those militants
whom Rhodesian security arrested. They were both more fortu-
nate than Josina. Instead of being sent back to Mozambique,
they spent a month in a Rhodesian jail and then were allowed
to return to Swaziland where they had established legal resi-
dence. Shortly after their return, they received a comnumqug
from FRELIMO leaders telling them not to try to escape again
but to remain in Swaziland. Their mission was to organize a
network of Mozambican exiles and sympathetic Swazis to ensure
that escapees would have a place to hide and would be able to
obtain Swazi passports and travel documents to permit them to
travel undetected through Rhodesia. One 'activist' whose sup-
port proved critical was a son of the Swazi King Sobhuza
Acting without his father's permission, this unlikely symathi-
zer supported the necessary pe];mits and provided the militants
with a measure of protection.®

,.Once they had secured travel documents and places to hide
the fugitives’; Maria and other FRELIMO members returned to
Mozambique to recruit prospective freedom fighters in their
rural Gaza homelands.

I and several other women retwrned to Chibutu to or-
ganize the young men and women in our villages. We
held secret meetings at night and a number of young
people joined. The local administrator became very
suspicious. One day he called me into his office
and beat me. The chief, my husband's uncle, had
informed on me. I was detained for several days
and repeatedly beaten but never acknowledged my ties
to FRELIMO. In the end I was released with a stern
warning ggout not becoming involved with the ter-
rorists.

Other militants based in Swaziland dropped off tickets, money
and travel documents at safe houses in Lourengo Hnrgges which
enabled a small number to escape without detection At the
same time the FRELIMO cells in Inhambane, Xai-Xai and Lourenco
Marques organized the escape of several militants from withi
their ranks. Among those who managed to flee was Josina Machel.
Almost immediately after her release from imprisonment she
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escaped with a group of young militants to Swaziland, travelled
undetected through South Africa, and arrived in Bechuanaland
There the six young exiles were arrested by British authorities,
who governed the crown colony, and it was only after extensive
international pressure that the,)lr were released. In May 1965,
almost half a year after they fled Mozambique, they arrived 1n ;
Tanzania.

But these were among the fortunate few. In response to
FRELIMO activity the Portuguese intensified frontier surveil-
lance and effectively infiltrated a number of urban cells.

"In December 1964," remembered Virginia Tembe, "PIDE discovered
our cell in Inhambane. Those of us who were not arrested fled
to the bush where we hid until we could mke our way to Swazi-
land, a journey that took over a month." Among those de-
tained in Inhambane, Xai-Xai and Lourenio Marques were a number
of senior organizers. In desperation, the remaining leadership
agreed that only a mass exodus would prevent their incarcera-
tion, and for three months they carefully developed their plan
of escape.

Early in March 1965 small groups of FRELIMO supporters
slipped out of their homes. They travelled in twos and threes,
making their way toward the Swaziland border. Rufina Muthemba's
account captures the drama of their escape:

As I entered the bus I became very ecared. We were
all disguised. We had let our hair doun,

our faces and wore laonas on our heads, so that
we were not recogn ev-n to people who knew us

tier town), and we hid in as homes. We re-
mained there for a few days. Pinally, at 2:00
o'elock in the morning of four women

and two men 8li] aoross t border and igiﬂnd
the others who arrived just before us.

A11 in all, seventy-two women and men and three young children
had managed to escape.

The "Seventy-Five" as they popularly became known remained
in two FRELIMO-run centers in Mbabane, the Swaziland capitol,
from January to May. The militants held clandestine political
discussions in the evening and planned their flight to Tanzania
despite the Swazi government's restrictions on their movements.
Through intermediaries they contacted a European trader who had
previously helped to smuggle members to Tanzania. On the night
of May 9 the militants were picked up at an isolated spot along
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the South African border. The trader had alerted the South
African authorities! He worked for them! After a brief in-
terrogation, all sevggty-five were handed over to the Portu-
guese secret police.

The fourteen women were incarcerated in Mavalane prison
on the outskirts of Lourengo Marques. They were spared torture
and death, unlike their male comrades, but suffered greatly.
They were placed in one small cell without any bathroom facili-
ties and for the first two days they received no food. There-
afte; they were subjected to the capricious whims of the
guards.

We were treated very badly by the guards and by PIDE.
They made us get up at 3 o'elock in the morning when
it was very cold to take baths. We were given por-
ridge that was inedible with buge and sand. When we
became ill they refused to give us any medical treat-
ment. Ae a result, there were several, many young
babes who died for lack of treatment. 6

The women and their children were subsequently transferred to
a civilian jail in the capital and ultimately to a workhouse
from which they uerg released in 1968 after three and a half
years in detention.®5 Other women who had helped to organize
the escape of the "Seventy-Five" were also imprisoned and by
1966 the colonial state had effectively destroyed the last
vestiges of organized FRELIMO support in southern Pozambique.55

THE ARMED STRUGGLE AND THE ROLE OF WOMEN

It happened in the silence of the night of September 25,
1964. With logistical assistance from the surrounding popula-
tion, FRELIMO fighters attacked the Portuguese administrative
post at Chai in Cabo Delgado province. The colonial authori-
ties were taken by surprise despite pre-warnings by a layalist
chief. The guerrillas were able to damage the post and kill
o: gol iceman and wound several others before melting back into
the forest.

The raid at Chai marked the beginning of the military
campaign against the colonial ime. Employing classic guer-
rilla tactics -- ambushing patrﬁs, sabotaging communication
and railroad lines, and making hit-and-run attacks against
colonial outposts -- and then rapidly fading into inaccessible
backwater areas, FRELIMO militants were able to evade pursuit
and surveillance. In the two northern provinces of Niassa and
Cabo Delgado, FRELIHO'; peasant network provided critical sup-
plies and ammunition.6

From the outset of the fighting Mozambican women, inte-
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grated into FRELIMO's rural support network, played an impor-
tant role in five critical support activities. These were:

1) mobilizing and recruiting new militants; 2) engaging in es-
pionage; 3) carrying war materiel over long and treacherous
routes; 4) procuring food for the guerrillas; and 5) helping

to organize the rudimentary network of social services estab-
lished in the liberated zones. In all these activities they
worked side by side with their male counterparts. Yet, for
all the appearance of sex equality, they were initially barred
from receiving military training and engaging in combat, which
remained the exclusive domain of men. This prohibition as well
as women's absence from positions of authority is the clearest
indication that the male leadership was still committed to
perpetuating historic sex inequality, despite its revolutionary
political agenda.

From the bush base women cadres, generally working together
with male organizers, went to local villages each night for
meetings with sympathetic villagers. Their objectives varied
from recruiting new members to convincing entire communities
to move in the interior where they would be under the protec--
tion of FRELIMO. After the large village meeting the female
militants would hold a special session for the peasant women
where they would explain “why the struggle was important not
only in terms of freeing our country but also freeing women
from the abuses both of traditional society and colonialism,"68
"We emphasized," noted Joaqgana Tobias, "how women in FRELIMO
were treated equal to men." A number of new recruits acknow-
ledged that this appeal had a strong impact on them. Modesta
Assikla, who was twenty-two when FRELIMO cadres entered her
village, was moved both by the words of the women and "because
she had heard that there were already many women in FRELIMO and
that it was common kno%edge that FRELIMO wanted to liberate
women as well as men." ut female cadres were not employed
only to recruit women. According to a Western journalist who
accopmanied FRELIMO forces during the early phase of the war,
women "were very useful as political mobilizers and in recruit-
ing hesitant males as.guerrillas. They achieved this by first
converting their wives who in turn pressured their husbands
into joining."7’l Pauline Mateos, a military commander in the
northern province of Cabo Delgado, explained the use of this
strategy. "Some men have no heart for fighting," she said.
"They are afraid if they don't want to leave their families
and fields. But once a ,?un tells her man to go and fight,
he feels more inclined."

Not all women, or men for that matter, who joined the
liberation movement were inspired by the appeals of the FRELIMO
cadres. Some, such as Fatima Akidi, who lived in Niassa pro-
vince, had their lives shattered by the war and initially had
no other alternative.
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Originally, I believed that the people of the mato
(bush), the 'FRELIMOs' as they were called, were bad
people eince they provoked the fury of the Portuguese
who retaliated against us . . . After one such inei-
dent PIDE arrested my husband and myself -and accused
us of being spies. They beat us, interrogated us
until it was clear that we did not know anything,

yet I was kept in solitary confinement for four
monthe during which time I learned of my husband's
death. After I was freed, I decided to flee to
Malawi . . . In the bush I encountered some FRELIMOs.
I did not want to go with them but I had no choice.
Almost immediately I saw the difficult conditions
wnder which they lived and how concerned they were
about how the people suffered. I saw how men and
women worked side by side. So my life began to
change. With my firet husband it was only I who
carried the wood, with my tools and child on my back
and he did nothing. I went to fetch the water and he
remained seated, I thought that was normal and that
T was inferior. /3

Fatima elected to remain with the guerrillas. Others joined
the ranks of the liberation movement even before FRELIMO

cadres reached their villages. Diolinda Simango came from the
central province of Manica and Sofala. She travelled 800 miles,
most of it on foot through a territory under Portuguess con-
trol before she arrived at a FRELIMO base in Tanzania.’4

Many of the new recruits, as well as the seasoned veter-
ans, were called upon to transport war materiel without which
FRELIMO could not sustain its military effort. It was a long
and arduous task carrying the weapons and munitions, character-
istically in crates weighing 50 kilos (110 pounds), from supply
bases just inside Tanzania to the front line.

Everything must be brought in from outside, on our
heads, and we must plan these routes acecording to
our geographical position. Most nearby countries are
unfriendly to us; it takes a month to carry a box of
amunition into Niaesa province from the frontier,
for example, because the distances are enormous.
Since we cannot ride, we must walk. And on the way
the guerrillas and earriers are contending with hun-
ger, thivet and sickness.l5

"It was very difficult," confirmed Rosa Albino. "My shoulders,
my back and my legs were always sore."76

Peasant supporters, both women and men, also provided
strategic information to the guerrillas.
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The people are united and help us. Otherwise, for
instance, we couldn't go into enemy areas; it is the
people who give us all our information about the move-
ments of the ememy, their sirength and their positiom.
Algo, when we start working in an area where we have
no food, because we have not yet had the opportunity
to s the le ly us and feed us. We
alos help the people. Unsil militias have been
formed in a region, we protect the people in their
fields against the action and reprisals of the colon-
ialists; we organize new villages when we have to
emamtethapcapuﬁmambeﬁucofthw;
we protect them against the enemy.

Young girls were particularly effective as spies since the
colonial troops viewed them as flirtatious sex objects.

But for all the drama of spying and political mobilizing
and the sense of accomplishment which the first FRELIMO mili-
tants experienced during the first two years of the armed
struggle, most women in the movement spent almost all of their
time working in the fields surrounding the FRELIMO bases. They
cultivated maize and manioc, with the latter becoming the sta-
ple food of the guerrillas. It is true that their male coun-
terparts joined them at strategic moments.in the planting or
harvesting cycle, nevertheless the traditional sexual division
of labor remained largely unchanged despite FRELIMO's rhetoric.
Moreover, the women were expected to cook food and provide other
domestic tasks when guerrilla units returned to the main bases.
In short, they were involved in service Fg'les. typically as-
signed to them by virtue of being women.

By the middle of 1966 a contradictory situation had de-
veloped within the 1iberation movement with regard to the eman-
cipation of women. As stated earlier, sex equality was on
agenda in FRELIMO's ideology and radical pronouncements. But
at its best this represented a vision of the future rather than
a norm governing the behavior of FRELIM0 members., We have also
indicated the sharp distinction between the rhetoric of equality
and the reality of inequality in the strug?'le over the right of
women to bear arms. In connection with this issue, a 196
FRELIMO war communiqué referred to the heroic effort of twenty-
three young girls !ho fought the colonial troops in a major
battle in Niassa,’” but their involvement was clearly in con-
travention to FRELIM0 policy. The leadership, which was almost
entirely male, was initially strongly opposed to women receiving
guerrilla training or even serving in rural militias. This
opposition, as we have seen above, had the effect of assigning
domestic chores to women, and thereby creating a second-class
status of women within the movement.
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But then as women increased in number, absorbed the
FRELIMO rhetoric, and gained greater self-confidence, becoming
in the process more conscious of the gap between theory and
reality, they began to protest their subordinate position. By
1966 a number of women were complaining of discrimination with-
in the movement and specifically attacking the policies which
prohibited them from bearing arms. X

When we girle started to work, there was strong oppo-
eition to our partieipation. Because that was against
our tradition. We then starudab:i“ ex-
plaining why we alsc had to fight, FRELIMO
i8 a pecples' war in which the whole people must par-
ticipate, that we women were even more oppressed and
that we therefore had the right as well as the will
and the strength to fight. We insisted onasur having
military training and being given weapons.

Rosa Albino described a similar situation:

It was important for us as women to combat the male
prejudices which ran through the movement. Many men
did not understand why the emancipation of women was
a necessary part of the struggle against colonmialism.
When they joined FRELIMO they were told that the eman-
eipation of women was part of the creation of a new
sooiety but it was very diffﬁuu for them to under-
stand. It wae too abstiract.

Their demands, which began a process of changing relations
of power between the sexes, caught the leadership by surprise.
Bitterly divided over issues of race, class and ethnicity, and
trying to develop an appropriate strategy for neutralizing the
technical superiority of the Portuguese forces, the leadership
had given 1ittle attention to sex inequality. Once it sur-
faced, however, the leadership could no longer ignore the is-
sue. President Mondlane and a majority of the Executive com-
mittee of the Central Committee, including Samora Machel,
Marcelino dos Santos and Joaquim Chissano, ‘who had taken a
radical rather than a narrow nationalist position, recognized
that the emancipation of women had to become a central feature
of the revolution. After a particularly acrimonious debate,
in which the nationalists sought to blunt any serious discus-
sion of the role of women, the Central Committee acknowledged
in October 1966 the serious nature of the problem. For the
first time it "condemned the tendency which exists among many
male members of FRELIMO to systematically exclude women from
the discussion of problems re1a5§d to the Revolution, and to
1imit them to executing tasks." The document further empha-
sized that appropriate measures would be taken "to assure the
participation of women in the direction of work, in the differ-
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ent organs and in all 'Ievelazfrou the circle to the Central
Committee and the Congress.

At approximately the same time a women's organization,
LIFEMO (the League of Mozambican Women), was organized. The
main theme of its first meeting, held from May 31 to June 4,
1966, was the participation of women in the actual armed strug-
gle. Selina Simango, president of the organization, set the
tone in her opening address which presented a very romanticized
picture:

As I am talking, hundreds of [women] with guns in
their hands [are] facing the enemy or defending the
population. Some of them have already given their
lives during fierce battles. Many more will do the
same. From this we can see that the Mozambican women
are playing their full share in the liberation strug-
gle. 120 Mozambican women can be compared to
Vietnamese who are ammihilating U.S. eoldiers and
douming U.S. planes. Some of these heroines are
dead, but tair names will live generation after
generation.
More realistically, President Mondlane responded that the two
most immediate tasks were "the integration of the women of Mo-
zambique into the actual argd struggle" and their "integration
into the popular militias.”

Several months later, 1n early 1967, FRELIMO selected the
first group of women from Cabo Delgado and Niassa to begin
military and political training at the FRELIMO base in Naching-
wea, Tanzania. To satisfy conservative male skeptics who argued
that women were incapable of going through the rigorous military
and ideological training, the divided leadership agreed that
this would be done on a provisional basis. Josina Machel, who
was in the first group and later became a political commissar
in the women's detachment, wrote:

At firet this was merely an experiment to discover
Just what contribution women could make to the revolu-
tion —- how they would use their initiative, whether
they were in fact eapable of fulfilling ecertain tasks.
The 'experiment' proved highly successful and this
firet group of women became the founder-membere of the
women's detachment . . .86

The creation of the women's detachment (Destacamento Feminino)
in 1967 marked the first full participation of women in the
armed struggle. It also reflected the increasing dominance
within the leadership of the more radical faction, led by Pres-
ident Mondlane, who viewed the struggle as one to transform
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society and not merely to end colonialism.

Joining the ranks of the female recruits at Nachingwea
were women from all parts of the colony. It was FRELIMO poli-
cy to bring together people from diverse backgrounds so that
the recruits would realize the vastness of Mozambique and that
everybody regardless of ethnic background, was exploited by
colonialism. There were Shangaan and Chope women from the
south, Ndau and Shona from the central highlands, and women of
Makua, Yao and Makonde descent from the far north. Initially
this posed serious problems of communication. At Nachingwea,
noted Joaquina, "we initially had great difficulty understand-
ing each other. Quickly we each learned a bit of Macua, Yao,
Shona and Ndau as well as Portuguese in formal classes wa;ch
eventually became the most common mode of communication.

Studying and training togeth.. .iso created a bond of uni-
ty which transcended narrow ethnic loyalties. Rita Mulumuba
recalled that

In our units there are people from every region; I am
with the Ajuas, Nyanjas, Makondes, and people from
Zambezia. I believe thies i8 good; before we did not
think of ourselves as a single nation; FRELIMO hae
shown us that we are one people. We have united to
destroy Portuguese colontalism and imperialism.

At Nachingwea the women's detachment went through the same rig-
orous training as their male counterparts. They woke at between
three and four in the morning, exercised, and then had break-
fast. Each morning they had military training in which they
learned how to use the full array of light weapons in the FRE-
LIMO arsenal. "We began first with carbines, MNs and then moved
to bazookas, mortars and landmines," recalled Joachina Tobias.
"We not only had to demonstrate that we could operate these
weapons," she continued, "but that we could dismantle and main-
tain them."8% After lunch the trainees learned Portuguese and
some rudimentary history and geography. Evening sessions were
devoted to political education. Toward the end of their train-
ing, long strenuous marches to test their stamina became more
frequent. According to Pauline Mateos, who was in charge of

200 women guerrillas, the members of her detachment did as well
as their male comrades.

We underge the same program as the men because we will
be doing men's work. We stay in the same camps and
we regard them as our brothers. We suffer hunger and
thiret and heat as they do, and we learn to handle all
kinds of arms. When we first begin our training we
think that we will die of hunger and fatigue. With
the men we are marched past water holee and rivers,
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and not permitted by our trainer to drink although
we might be near collapse with thirst. This is dome
to toughen us for the times when we might want to

drink water from sources suspected of being poiesoned
by the enemy. Finally, when we are strong enough to
have overcome all of these trials, we find that we
can suffer as much and march as long as any of the

men, even with our packs and rifles. Sometimes we

overpass men who have collapsed.

At the end of the six-month training period, the women's
platoons selected as their "responsibles" those in whose poli-
tical and leadership qualities they had the most confidence
and were dispatched to FRELIMO camps within the liberated zones
of Mozambique. A small number of women remained in Nachi
for additional training as nurses or to beg?ne the instructors
of the next group of recruits who arrived.

Back in Mozambique the women assumed one or two military
roles. Most platoons received the task of defending liberated
areas against the escalating Portuguese attacks. "The military
activities of the women," recalled one combatant, "are generally
concentrated, together with the militia, in the defense of the
liberated zones. In this way, the men are partly freed from
the task of defenss and can concentrate on the offensive in
the advance zones.?2 They also helped the peasants to organize
local militias, taught them rudimentary military skias. and
encouraged women to participate in these activities.

Other women's brigades undertook, side by side with their
male counterparts, offensive actions against the colonial for-
ces. They laid mines, ambushed Portuguese convoys, and attacked
rural bases and, as one combatant proudly proclaimed, "They
proved to be as capable and courageous as their male comrades."94
Summarized below is the battle record of one woman stationed in
Cabo Delgado:

I have already taken part in many battles. Some of
the most important were: an ambush against a con-
voy on the Namaguangao Mudimbe road on 15 July 1967,
where we destroyed two lorries and killed many more
of the enemy. An artillery and infaniry attack a-
gainst the Nangololo post; two houses were destroyed
and their helicopters came four times to collect the
dead and take the wounded to the hospital at Mueda.
During the 1970 offensive I participated in two am-
bushes, one on the Mueda-Mocimboa da Praia road,

the other on the Nacatar-Mueda road, resulting re-
spectively in four lorriee dieabled and three des-
troyed. Last year (1971) my unit destroyed lorries
in an ambush on the Muatide-Mueda road. I alsc took
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part in one big attack against the Mudimbe post in
1971, in which our artillery and infantry destroyed
many houses. The helieopter came seven times for
the dead and wounded. Shortly after t&gt attack the
enemy evacuated the post definitively.

While most of these actions were small in scale, the women
fighting in Tete province participated in major Egtacks on Por-
tuguese bases at Chingodzi, Maloeara and Estima.

SELF-LIBERATION IN ACTION

Like any new recruits going into battle, many women ini-
tially experienced fear and horror at the brutality of war.
"The first time I shot an enemy soldier I had nightmares,"
recalled Pauline Mateus, "but thergafter I came to understand
that it was a normal part of war."3/ But women also experienced
a sense of power and dignity. "What I remembered after my
first battle was Bging freed from my feeling of inferiority,"
said Rosa Albino. Another militant described the pride in
fighting to free her country and also her own sense of personal
liberation which agaumpanied "the realization that I was the
equal of any man." Perhaps Paulina Mateus summed it up best:

I no longer felt that differences existed between men
and myself since we fought side by side, we marched
together, organized ambushes together, we Bufferiﬁ
defeats together as well as the joys of vietory.100

Instilled with this new sense of self-confidence many mili-
tants began to take a more active role in other aspects of the
struggle previously reserved for men. President Mondlane wrote
in 1968:

Through the army, women have started to take respon-

sibility in many areas; they have learned to stand up
and speak at public meetings, to take an active part

in politics. The 8ight of armed women who get up and
talk in front of large audiences caused t amaze-

ment, even incredulity  in the movement.

In addition to combat, members of the women's detachment
continued their previous tasks -- transporting war materiel and
engaging in clandestine activity and political mobilization.
Josina Machel maintained that within the liberation movement
women were recognized as being far more successful at recruiting
new militants than male cadres.

It has been proven that we women ean perform this task

of mobilization and education better than the men for
two reasons. Firstly, it is easier for us to approach
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other women and, secondly, the men are more easily eon-
vinced of the important role of women when confronted
with the unusual sight of confident and capable female
militants who are themselves the best examples of what
they are propounding. However, our activities are di-
rected equally at the men and the presence of emanci-
pated women bearing arme ﬁ{‘ten shames them into taking
more positive posit'i-ons.l

The women's detachment also was instrumental in organizing
a social welfare network in the liberated zones. It ran the
FRELIMO orphanage, which took care of children whose parents
were fighting in the war as well as those whose parents had
been killed, and played an active role in the literacy cam-
paigns organized by the Department of Education which they re-
cognized were needed Eg increase women's self-esteem and poli-
tical consciousness.!

Here again we have to overcome the outdated prejudices
of fathers and husbands regarding the idea of educa-
tion for women. But we are gradually winning the bat-
tle, for they realize that a literate and educated
woman can make a far more constructive contribution

to the revolution than .an ignorant one. We now have
many girle in aﬁ schools, some of whom have female
teachers . . .1

The very visibility of women experiencing a new sense of
political consciousness and personal confidence, however, not
only heightened sex antagonism, it posed a threat to traditional
sex roles. In villages both inside and outside the liberated
zones, women cadres encountered strong opposition and skepti-
cism from rural male elders who resented the loss of authority
and power. Despite official pronouncements that women had the
right and, indeed, the responsibility to bear arms, many nor-
thern men, especially in Muslim communities, viewed them with
contempt. Some men demanded that their daughters and wives,
who were in FRELIMO, "return home and do the appropriate jobs
of women."105 0lder women often expressed the same sentiment.106

Even within the liberation force the position of women
remained ambiguous. In the politico-military sphere, despite
the formation of the women's detachment, there were initially
no women officers higher than platoon leaders. At a public
meeting in 1968 a woman in one of the units angrily complained
to President Mondlane that "women were not _being trained as
officers so that all officers were men."107 Mondlane's response
"that nobody thought of making women officers,"108 suggests how
far FRELIMO still had to go.
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PUBLIC EQUALITY, PRIVATE INEQUALITY

It was in the private and domestic spheres, however, that
the contradictions were most obvious. Both men and women mili-
tants tended to enter into social and physical relationships
with their "traditional" values and stereotypes intact. For
example, many men viewed women as sexual objects and refused
to accept responsibility for their offspring. Recalled one
militant who had joined the women's detachment in 1967:

Our relationships with men were always difficult to
f:.gure out because many of them would promise mar-
riage, but it rarely happened. Even when it happemed
it did not mean the end of problems. For example, T
finally stayed with one man from whom I became preg-
nant, but then he refused to accept the child, say-
ing that the child was not his. He even suggested
that I take medication to induce abortion. I re-
fused and T had the child. I realized then how dif-
fieult it was gging to be with two children. How

to work and take eare of two children at the same
+ime?109

That her experience was not unique was confirmed by Modesta
Assikala who noted, "that while many comrades married during
the war, ntheﬁ had sexual relations (and children) but never
got married. She went on to note that such things were
probably inevitable, given the communal living patterns for
militants. Moreover, marriage did not resolve the problems.

On the contrary, while many of the male soldiers accepted the
fact that women had the right to fight, within the household
"our husbands continued to treat us as if they were still petty
chiefs. To fetch water, clean the house, prepare dinner and
take care of the children were all our tasks. In general they
did not do anything and we did not demand that they do anything."!1]

As in the public domain, FRELIMO policies and the self-
conscious militancy of the women, began to challenge male hege-
mony. The explicit denunciation at the Second Party Congress
in 1968 of polygamy, brideprice and traditional practices which
exploited women and the presence of women soldiers and female
officers forced a number of men as well as women to begin to
reconsider deeply-held assumptions about sex relations. "It
was a jolt to have women instructors at Nachingwea," recalled
one militant. "Here were young men learning to be fighters re-
ceiving instruction from female officers and we soon learned
that they were as tough as nails. And we begrudgingly gave
them our r-eﬁﬁct My world of male superiority was turned up-
side down." On the other hand, a female freedom fighter
remembered that
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It was several years after the war began before things
started to change. The armed struggle necessitated
that men and women perform the same taske without dis-
tinetion, we began to combat brideprice, men began to
work in the nurseries and in the kitchens men and wo-
men both began to cook. We women also began to be
combatants which radically itransformed our lives and
that of men. In the meetings women as well as men
spoke up about tge problems and participated in poli-
tical debates.l

Her account summarises the obstacles women had to overcome and
shows the time factor involved in the process of women's eman-
cipation. It also demonstrates that the emancipation had be-
come an important issue of debate within FRELIMO. In short,

by the early 1970's the army had become a school in which pro-
blems of tribalism, racism and sexism were explicitly addressed,
if not completely overcome.

WOMEN IN THE LIBERATED ZONES

These women in the armed struggle, for all the progress
they made, represented an insignificant fraction of the total
female population. Throughout the first decade of the armed
struggle, most women, including those living in the liberated
zones, did not experience a profound transformation in sex
equality.

To win popular support for the revolutionary struggle the
FRELIMO leadership recognized that it had to integrate the pea-
sants into the political process, end exploitative economic
practices, improve the quality of their lives, and provide them
with a hope and a vision of a new and just society. Because
women represented well over half of the population in northern
Mozambique, whatever changes resulted from this political agen-
da necessarily affected them in some form. Thus, the public
position of women living in the regions FRELIMO controlled was
appreciably better than it had been under colonial capitalism.
As in the liberation movement itself, however, working towards
women';.; emancipation was not initially a central feature of the
struggle.

Despite FRELIMO's emphasis on political education, inte-
grating the peasants into the political process and institution-
alizing the principles of mass participation and popular demo-
cracy proved to be difficult, especially with regard to women.
Most peasants, intimidated by the colonial regime, were ini-
tially reluctant to participate in the weekly public meetings
which became the hallmark of FRELIMO efforts to stimulate di-
rect popular decision-making. Women, historically frozen out
of the political process, were skeptical of FRELIMO's partici-

179



"TIME OFF"

171



patory rhetoric, especially when they were shunted to the side
during reunides and silenced by men vt?o viewed their partici-
pation as an unwarranted intrusion.114 As Marcelino dos Santos
noted, “Even now for us the basic problem is not guns; the Por-
tuguese have guns, too, but that does not make a revolution.
The problem is man. It is not because you give a Mozambican a
rifle that he becomes a revolutionary, the problfg is a politi-
cal one. Political consciousness is the base."

Women were encouraged to express their ideas, but few ini-
tially did. Those who garnered up enough courage to do so were
either inspired by the presence of armed women cadres or respon-
ded to the admonitions from members of the mnen'i 2etacl'lnent
to become more actively involved in the struggle.ll

The elected committees, which ultimately replaced chiefs
in the liberated zones, contained a token number of women.
These new leaders organized collective production, presided
over public meetings, sat as local courts which helped to es-
tablish new guidelines of sanctioned behavior, participated in
district and provincial assemblies, and helped to organize
ple's militias. For women the local tribunals were particularly
important. These provided equal legal protection for the le
living in the liberated zones. Eventually they were also to
composed of lay judges of both sexes charged with the duty to
adjudicate and to educate. In many villages these tribunals
became a forum, albeit tentative, within which to criticize
those traditional practices exploitative of women, and to dis-
cuss the need for sex equality.ll

Popular democracy also required that the tyranny of il1li-
teracy and superstition be destroyed. "We have always attached
such great importance to education," noted President Mondlane,
"because in the first place, it is essential for the development
of our struggle, since the involvement and support of the popu-
lation increases as their understanding of the situation grows;
and in the second place, a future independent Mozambique will
be in very great need of educated citizens to lead the way in
development."118 Through experimentation, FRELIMO militants,
in conjunction with the local population, created at least an
embryonic educational infrastructure in rural areas where few
schools had previously existed. Within the 1iberated zones
those who could read and write, however minimally, taught those
who could not. It was not uncommon, for example, for children
who had the equivalent of a third or fourth grade education to
lead kindergarten and first grade classes in the day as well
as adult education classes in the evening. As a result, large
numbers of children, especially young girls, previously denied
access to learning because of their sug0rdinat1on. race, class
position and sex discrimination within the household received
some formal education.ll

172



At all levels the schools along with teaching basic skills
helped to instill a new set of values. They attacked the his-
toric myth of female inferiority as well as the colonial myths
that negated Mozambican culture and divorced Mozambicans from
their own history. In this respect schools became an important
instrument for liberating the past and setting in motion the
creation of a new cultural identity.

For the liberated zones to be viable it was necessary for
FRELIMO to revitalize and restructure agricultural production
which, during the colonial period, was largely in the hands of
women. The position taken by most members of the FRELIMO Cen-
tral Committee was that the collectivization of labor was the
essential precondition for improving the material conditions
of the people in the liberated zones. Furthermore, the estab-
lishment of communal villages and other collective projects
would have the necessary effect of eliminating the sexual div-
ision of labor in production essential to the emancipation of
women. This emphasis on the socialization of the countryside
alone, however, could not possibly create sex equality since
it failed to deal with such basic issues as domestic labor,
childrearing and motherhood. And it was precisely here within
the household that women's subordination remained so deeply
embedded. In addition to new tasks in the collective public
domain which many women assumed, they were expected to continue
the full range of domestic responsibilities without support from
their husbands.

Nor did the collective work experience address the tradi-
tional customs such as initiation rites, child marriages and
polygamy, which kept women subordinate within the family struc-
ture. Despite FRELIMO's efforts, political education did not
dent the firmly held beliefs which underpinned male domination.
A confidential report noted that, pronouncements denouncing
such practices notwithstanding, they were widespread throughout
the liberated zones in Tete province. Contemporary accounts
indicate that this was the case in thS northern zones controlled
by the liberation movement as well.lZ

Without a strong and vocal organization, such as the wo-
men's detachment, capable of addressing the existing inequali-
ties and demanding emancipation, peasant women remained isolated,
lacking a vision of what was possible. Their disconnection both
from the armed struggle and from the social transformations
which FRELIMO anticipated posed a serious problem for the leader-
ship. The intensification of the war effort required more ac-
tive involvement of women, and heightening their political con-
sciousness was considered a necessary precondition for the
creation of a new society once the colonial state had been dis-
mantled. This is why some members of the male leadership had
supported the formation of a women's organization as early as
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1966. LIFEMO, which was established shortly thereafter, was
comprised largely of exiles in Tanzania and therefore remained
disconnected from the liberated zones. Since it never became
more than a "paper omigization," in 1969 it was abolished by
the Central Committee. Three years later the Central Com-
mittee, now dominated by radical forces led by President Machel,
decided to establish the Organization of Mozambican Women
(0.M.M.). It is important to note that unlike the formation
of the women's detachment, which to a large measure occurred

as a result of the internal struggle of female militants, the
0.M.M. was not a spontaneous women's movement. Rather it was
created by a decision of the male-dominated leadership in order
to mobilize women in the liberated zoneiz%o carry out tasks
which that leadership deemed important.

In his opening address to the 0.M.M. Conference held in
March 1973, Samora Machel, President of FRELIMO, emphasized the
interplay between the total revolutionary process and the liber-
ation of women.

The emancipation of women is not an act of charity,
the result of a humanitarian or aonpanewmte atti-
tude. The liberatiom of women is a fundamental nec-
esgity for the Revolution, the guarantee of its con-
tinuity and the precondition for its vietory . . .
The main objective of the Revolution is to destroy
the system of exploitation and build a new society
which relates the potential of human beings, reeon-
eiling them with labor and nature. Thies is the econ-
text mt%’! which the question of women's emancipation
arises.

Drawing heavily on the writings of Engels,l24 Machel laid out
FRELIMD's ideological position on the reasons for the subor-
dination of women in the traditional society and the proper
form that the struggle against them must take. First, the
private ownership of the means of production is the basis for
the exploitation of both men and women. Second, women are
doubly oppressed because of their special role as biological
reproducers of workers. Their subordination to men stems from
the need of feudal society to control their productive and pro-
creative functions. Third, the contradiction is not between
men and women but between both of them and the exploitative
system of private property.l25 Thus, according to Machel, the
struggle would have to be against both the system that main-
tained private property and the ideological and cultural me-
chanisms that maintained women in subordinate positions and
taught them to be content with their subordination.

The antagonistic contradiction ie not between women
and men, but between women and the social order,
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between all exploited people, both women and men, and
the social order. The fact that they are exploited
explains why they are not involved in all plamning
and decieion-making tasks in society, why they are
excluded from working out the concepts which
economic, social, cultural, and political life, even
when their interests ave directly affected. This is
the main feature of the contradiction; their exclu-
sion from the sphere of decision-making in society.
This contradiction ean only be solved by revolution,
because only revolution destroys the foundations of
exploitative society and rebuilds soeciety on new
foundations, freeing the initiative of women, inte-
grating them in society as responsible members and
involving them in decision-making. 126

Comparing the systematic denigration of women to the simi-
lar mechanisms of colonial racism Machel concluded:

The process of alienation reaches its peak when the
exploited person, reduced to total passivity, ie no
longer capable of imagining that the possibility of
liberation exists and in twon becomes a tool for the
propagation of the ideology and passivity. It must
be recognized that the centuries-old subjugation of
women has to a great extent reduced them to a passive
state which preuen%a them from even understanding
their condition.12

The implication of Machel's analysis is that the struggle for

women's emancipation could not be carried out autonomnus,*

from the broader struggle to destroy the colonial capitalist
system. (Editorial empﬂasis! The 0.M.M., under the 51reé§13h
0 LIMO, was expected to assume an increasingly major role.

Machel's address was significant for several reasons. It
took issue with those in the movement who continued to argue
that "the task of women's emancipation is secondary because it
will dissipate our forces." It also emphasized once again that
the revolution could not advance unless women were incorporated
into it. Not only did women represent more than half the popu-
lation, but they were the educators of future generations.

"How can we ensure the revolutionary education of the genera-
tion which will carry on our work," Machel asked, "if mothers,
the ;iigg educators, are marginal to the revolutionary pro-
cess?"

His identification of "mothers" as "first educators" re-
vealed, however, that the leadership was paying insufficient
attention to the sexual division of labor within the household
and its role in the subordination of women which was to have

175



important programmatic implications for the 0.M.M.'s and the
Party's definition of its mission. Women continued to be
viewed as best suited for the domestic sphere, serving other
members of the household. Thus, while the leadership utilized
classical Marxist principles to locate the source of women's
oppression, in rectifying the problem it relied less on an
analysis derived from historical materialism than on notions of
women's domestic status, which provided 3 new justification for
the existing sexual division of labor.12

Shortly after the Congress, efforts were made to organize
0.M.M. groups throughout the liberated zone. The documentation
is very sketchy for this period, but it appears that the women's
organization remained small and fragmented re1y1n$ heavily on
members of the women's detachment to provide its leadership and
direction. With the end of the war in 1974 and the establish-
ment of the Transitional Government, the 0.M.M. moved its head-
quarters south to the capital of Lourengo Marques. This was a
period of great excitement, and women from the capital were
quick to flock into the organization. The result, however, was
disastrous. Militants who formed the nucleus of the organiza-
tion came primarily from northern peasant backgrounds, and they
were unfamiliar with urban 1iving. Many also had other full-
time jobs within the Defense Department or within FRELIMO,
which left them little time for 0.M.M. activities. For a vari-
ety of reasons, there was a tendenﬁ for many of the veteran
members of the 0.M.M. to drop out,i30 leaving the organization
to these new converts, with no experience of ?articipation in
the struggle against colonialism and whose political perspec-
tive and Elass position was very different from that of
FRELIMO.1

CONCLUSION

Despite the limited tangible effects of FRELIMO's trans-
forming ideology on the lives of most women 1iving in the 1i-
berated zones, by the time of independence more had to be done
to attack women's oppression in Mozambique than probably any-
where else in Africa. For those who actively participated in
the armed struggle, their lives were forever changed by the
need to confront on a daily basis the contradictions posed by
women's oppression. Moreover, by 1974 the rhetoric that women
needed to be emancipated was firmly entrenched in the FRELIMO
ideology. In independent Mozambique women would not have to
fight for the right to participate in public life. Instead,
they and men would be faced with the less glamorous, but more
important, task of putting these principles into practice in a
way that would expand the horizons of all women, not only the
few who fought in the revolution. The meaningful participation
of women in the process of socialist transformation is one of
the principal terrains of the struggle in contemporary Mozambique.
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Mozambique until very late in the colonial period. Maria
Maissa, a peasant from Morrumbene District, Inhambane Province,
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