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Civil War in Mozambique

The British historian Malyn Newitt wrote the follow-
ing aboutTheBattle for Mozambique: âSteve Emerson has
written the most comprehensive account of the civil war
in Mozambique that has yet been attempted,â, and he un-
derlines his statement by explaining that âEmersonâs ac-
count is largely a military historyâ (p. 1). If one accepts
that a warâs history may merely be the story of a bat-
tle, Newittâs observation is correct and can be reinforced
when he stresses that one of the qualities of the book is
the extensive use of interviews with former participants,
as well as the sheer number of facts, some of them âtoldâ
for the first time.

This book was published at the beginning of 2014,
although it was probably written a year before, if not
earlier. At the end of chapter 1, Stephen A. Emerson
writes that after 1992, âthe competition between Frelimo
[Frente de LibertaÃ§Ã£o e MoÃ§ambique, Mozambican
Liberation Front] and Renamo [ResistÃªncia Nacional de
MoÃ§ambique, Mozambican National Resistance] would
continue, albeit in the political arena now. And the guns
would remain silentâ (p. 34). It appears that he does not

address the 2013-14 crisis. Of course, a fully developed
ânewâ civil war did not materialize in Mozambique dur-
ing these two years, but local violent skirmishes probably
led to several hundred deaths. Renamo was, surprisingly,
able to swiftly recover an armed wing, which could not
be, twenty-one years later, the mere mobilization of some
veteran guerrilla soldiers equipped with rusty Kalash-
nikovs. Indeed, currently some Renamo fighters appear
to be young men. On October 15, 2014, political compe-
tition between Frelimo and Renamoâand the Movimento
DemocrÃ¡tico de MoÃ§ambique (MDM), the new oppo-
sition party created in 2009âtook place again for the oc-
casion of the presidential, legislative, and provincial elec-
tions, the first in which the ruling party no longer fielded
a leader active in the anticolonial struggle as its presi-
dential candidate. Frelimo officially won, but whatever
the final outcome, including the possibility of renewed
political instability, it is most certainly the beginning of
a new historical period for Mozambique, the âpost-post-
colonialâ period.

Following the recent 2013-14 crisis between Frelimo
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and Renamo, it is useful to âdiveâ back into the day-to-
day events of the 1977-92 war, although its overall social,
cultural, psychological, etc., history has yet to be writ-
ten. Emerson works at the U.S. National Defense Univer-
sity and as a consultant for government policy makersâa
common combination in the United States that is largely
rejected by European academics in their claim for inde-
pendence. Obviously, the author had privileged access to
classified sources from these years, but he is not alone in
this respect, as JoÃ£o M. Cabrita had the same access for
his Mozambique: The Tortuous Road to Democracy pub-
lished in 2001 and Emersonâs book is probably a partial
rewriting of several âsituation reportsâ that he wrote for
a number of governmental American bodies.

The book consists of eight chapters, chronologically
organized. In âPrelude to Warâ (chapter 1), Emerson clas-
sifies the war in Mozambique as forming part of the Cold
War between Washington and Moscow, without consid-
ering these countries as the source of the conflict. The
âBirth of an Insurgencyâ (chapter 2) makes the link be-
tween the liberation struggle in Rhodesia and the begin-
ning of guerrilla warfare in Mozambique. This âRhode-
sian periodâ of the war inside Mozambique came to an
end in 1979 as âthe turning point that never wasâ (p. 50).
On the contrary, Zimbabwean independence triggered
the move of Renamo to the Gorongosa Mountains, as dis-
cussed in âBattleground Central Mozambiqueâ (chapter
3), which led to a deepening of tensions with Renamo
supported by apartheid South Africa (chapter 4). The war
escalated between 1981 and 1983, in particular with the
rebelsâ crossing of Zambezi River. Renamo was highly
dependent on South African politicsââThe South African
Factorâ (chapter 5). But the Nkomati Agreement (1984)
obliged Pretoria to covert rather than manifest support.
Renamoâs continued growth is dealt with in chapter 6,
âZimbabwe to the Rescue.â In spite of the new politi-
cal course in the Soviet Union and the beginning of the
end of apartheid after the South African defeat in Kuito-
Kuanavale in Angola (1988), the tensions nevertheless
persisted, as shown in âThe Slugfest Continuesâ (chapter
7), with some indirect negotiations. The turn of the 1990s,
when Frelimo found itself increasingly confined to major
cities with Renamo maintaining a tenuous hold on an in-
creasingly sparse countryside, is discussed in chapter 8,
âThe Hardest Battle of All.â During this period, desper-
ate forms of peasant resistanceâsuch as the âNaparama
phenomenonâ[1]âdeveloped as did direct talks in Rome.
There is no conclusion to the book, except for a very short
segment, âWarâs Postscript.â

From the very beginning of the book, we understand

that the author is cautious in not favoring one or the
other side of the warâexactly as the U.S. government did
in Mozambique but not in Angola. The fact that the
sources on Renamo are more extensively used than the
ones concerning Frelimo does not suggest any preference
for Renamo; it is part of the bookâs quality, since the
Renamo side has always been more poorly documented.
Nevertheless, the thesis Emerson defendsâthat this âbat-
tleâ changed in character as it continued and was a true
civil war from the beginning of the 1980sâwill not please
Frelimo supporters or for that matter Western academics
sympathetic to Frelimo. Still, Emerson only âarguesâ this
point but does not cautiously analyze or support it using
quotations from books or articles that already defended
the same thesis over the years (except for Newittâs work).

This is, indeed, a military history book, which lists
and follows âoperationâ after âoperationâ from both Fre-
limo/Zimbabwean/Tanzanian and Renamo/ Rhodesian/
South African sides. Consequently there is little inter-
est in summarizing the events here. Emerson clearly de-
fines periodization: the âRhodesian periodâ (up to 1980)
during which the Rhodesian Front Governnment never
imagined any kind of political consistency (let alone au-
tonomy) for Renamo; the âSouth-African periodâ (1980-
88) when the apartheid regime openly supported Ren-
amo up until the end of 1984 but simultaneously found
that it was in its own interest for Renamo to achieve
greater political consistency, and continuing its support
in a concealed fashion after 1984; and the final years
(1988-92), doubtlessly the worst years during which Re-
namo, then unable to rely on any external state support
whatsoever, was still able to continue the war in some
âliberated areas.â Despite its apparent clarity, this peri-
odization seems too âexternal.â From my perspective, the
turning point lies at the time when Renamo was able to
cross the Zambezi River (1982) and established large âlib-
erated areasâ in Zambezia and the Tete Province. This
evolution forced Renamo to pay more attention to peas-
ant societies and build a civilian apparatus that was to be
of greatest importance in 1992-94 when Renamo success-
fully became a civilian political party.

The book is filled with details about facts and events.
Emerson criticizes some authors, in particular those sym-
pathetic to Frelimo, for having âstory-toldâ facts with-
out sufficient verification. As a historian, I am par-
ticularly grateful to him for his focus on the Flechas
and Grupos Especiais (colonial special troops) often pre-
sented as the infamous origin of Renamo to challenge
the new independent, Frelimo-ruled country. I have ex-
pressed, throughout my work in French and Portuguese,
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the lack of accuracy of this statement, and it is reward-
ing to read it again in a properly argued text in English.
Yet, while criticizing some authors, Emerson could have
extended his criticism to the so-called Gersony Report
(Report of Mozambican Refugee Accounts of Principally
Conflict-Related Experience in Mozambique), authored by
Robert Gersony and issued by the U.S. State Department
in 1988, which âtheorizedâ about the war as âdestruction
areasâ as a result of Renamo-led intervention, using re-
search based only on interviews of Mozambican refugees
from Zambezia in Malawi and controlled by international
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (seen as mod-
ern governmental bodies by people thus giving the âright
answersâ[2]). This report was based on double trans-
lationâfrom English to Portuguese and from Portuguese
to African languagesâof interviews of refugees who sup-
posedly had witnessed Renamoâs systematic atrocities.
Yet, none of these refugees had seen a single Zimbab-
wean/Tanzanian soldier or plane or helicopter. Gersony
failed to notice that the great wave of refugees from Zam-
bezia to Malawi did not occur after the Renamo offensive
of 1986 but after Frelimoâs counter-offensive in 1987. He
applied a mathematical method to evaluate the number of
casualties, i.e., the quotas method, without realizing that
many refugees from the same area reported the same in-
cident; indeed, Gersonyâs evaluation found one hundred
thousand war-related casualties, which is mathemati-
cally improbable. But paradoxically, in April 1988, the
number was probably far higher; in fact, the number of
casualties resulting from the civil war is unknown, even
though the current version stands at one million deaths
in military confrontations and by war-related starvation
at the time of the Peace Agreement in October 1992!
Actually, the Gersony Report did not substantiate its al-
legations and informed very few. Therefore, why did
Emerson fail to criticize Gersony? Is it related to the
fact that he was a U.S. State Department funded consul-
tant? Emerson also accepts Jeremy Weinsteinâs affirma-
tion that Renamo was responsible for âthe vast majority
of the incidents of violenceâ (p. 165) even though We-
insteinâs book, Inside the Rebellion: The Politics of Insur-
gent Violence (2007), is not principally based on field re-
search in its âstatistical comparisonâ of violence between
Uganda, Mozambique, and Peru but rather based on sec-
ondary sources. My own field research shows that the
responsibility for violence against civilians was shared
by both sides. But the production of data was unfortu-
nately not well-shared: violence by Renamo against peo-
ple loyal to Frelimo in the South near the capital city was
far better documented by the Frelimo state and thus by
international news agencies than the violence in the dis-

tant Zambezian hinterland against Renamoâs âliberated
areas.â

Nevertheless, one must be grateful to the author for
his critical attitude toward the âfacts.â Unfortunately,
however, he does not introduce a new perspective or
new analysis of the warâexcept for the view that ne-
gotiations could have begun and succeeded far sooner,
since Frelimo was no longer communist and the war was
thus lacking in good reasons. In other words, although
it was not the principal aim of the book, Emersonâs so-
cial and political analysis of what Frelimo was is weak;
a summary of data culled from other studies would have
been useful, at least as useful as the âHistorical Contextâ
section in chapter 1. This section unnecessarily begins
with the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Portuguese
explorer Vasco da Gama, and repeats such myths as âLis-
bonâs idealist vision of assimilating millions of Mozam-
bicansâ when the function of the assimilation legislation
was to define who was not an assimilated person, i.e.,
99,9 percent of the African population which should be
compelled to forced labor. It continues without quot-
ing any historical sources with the âdemocratic visionâ
of Eduardo Mondlane, the president of the Mozambican
Liberation Front in the 1960s, probably an âautomatic
qualificationâ because he is described as a âdistinguished
US-educated academicâ (does Emerson mean as opposed
to the not-so-distinguished leaders of the radical Frelimo
movement educated in Portugal or Eastern Europe?). But
the historical fact is that Mondlane never said or wrote
a single word against the one-party state, but for Emer-
son it seems that since he was not a âcommunist,â he was
therefore a democrat (p. 21).

The author rightly notes that one of the reasons for
some sections of the peasantry to be supportive of Re-
namo was the authoritarian modernization of Frelimoâs
politics. However, he expresses this statement in a single
line: the social foundation of the war is barely present on
the basis of the assumption that it was a Cold War proxy
conflict rather than a regional conflict with apartheid as
a mere aspect of the Cold War. Nonetheless, Emerson
does not defend the âexternalistâ thesis regarding the
war only as an âaggression war.â He reiterates through-
out the bookâsimilar to other authors who he does not
quoteâon the one hand that Renamo would never have
been able to become what it became without Rhodesian
and South African support; but on the other hand he
also maintains that without the profound discontent pro-
voked by Frelimoâs policies, it would not have been able
to transform itself into the important rebel movement it
became from the 1980s onwards.
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Emerson could have shared more insight into Fre-
limoâs social change given the link between social and
military history. Did Frelimo accept the negotiations
with Renamo only because the world was changing at
the end of the 1980s? Or was it because Frelimo was no
longer the state-apparatus party it had once been and had
turned into the natural party of the most modern sectors
of Mozambican capitalism, which opened it up to imagin-
ing other ways of maintaining its domination? Emerson
could also have expanded his discussion of the commu-
nal villages as one of Frelimoâs military tactics from the
1980s onwards; on the recruitment of troops (he gives
some figures on child-soldiers on both sides, but since
he conducted interviews with ex-combatants, he should
have systematically spoken with them about the condi-
tions of their recruitment, including psychological as-
pects); on Renamoâs military bases (we learn about them
while reading about armed conflict but it would have
been useful for Emerson to carry out a study on their
changing typology and above all their local relations with
the civilian population across the country); and on rela-
tions with traditional chiefs and the pro-Renamo civilian
militia, the Mujeeba, which was very important for the
defense system of the aforesaid bases.

There is another point of importance that the author
could have addressed. Inside the Frelimo party, its Cen-
tral Committee, and its politburo, was Renamo ever con-
sidered as a group of âarmed bandits,â that is, as a non-
political body? The book gives the overwhelming im-
pression that this was the case within the party. But
perhaps it was not as simple: how should one interpret
that the defense minister, General Hama Thaiâby chance
a Cindau, just like Afonso Dhlakama, the president of Re-
namoâgave special authorization in 1987 to the French
anthropologist Christian Geffray to undertake field re-
search in the Nampula Province, a war zone, to study
the social basis of Renamo? Since Emerson interviewed
JosÃ© LuÃ z CabaÃ§o, at the time secretary of Frelimoâs
Central Committee, who helped Geffray in obtaining this
authorization, it is a pity not to have established an as-
sociationâprobably an indirect oneâbetween the âsmallâ
beginnings of a new vision of the war in a few narrow
sectors of Frelimo and the start of indirect negotiations.

These limits are probably linked to another problem:
in the âSelected Bibliographyââalthough âselected,â it ac-
tually quotes all of the books referenced in the text, but
unfortunately does not reference the unpublished or se-
cret reports often cited only in footnotesâwhich includes
sixty references, there are but two references in Por-
tuguese and not a single one in French. Obviously, this is

not only a language problem but also an issue with bal-
ancing references and sources. If Emerson had paid at-
tention to French studies, he would have found relevant
elements which he included in his book that were already
pointed out years ago in other studies, such as Geffrayâs
articles in the Politique Africaine journal and his famous
La cause des armes au Mozambique (1990); my special
dossier of Politique Africaine and 2002 book on Renamo;
Christine Messiant and Roland Marchalâs study on de-
mobilization and demilitarization (1992); and others.[3]
If he had paid attention to Portuguese-language studies,
he would have used books by the anti-Communist Brazil-
ian soldier Pedro Marangoni, especially his A opÃ§Ã£o
pela espada: Um brasileiro na linha de frente, em defesa
do Ocidente (2004), about the very beginning of Ren-
amo. He would also have examined the studies of lo-
cal contexts of the war (including the Naparama phe-
nomenon) by young Mozambican researchersâonly one
is quotedâsome of which were later published in the Pro-
Media series in Maputo. When he mentions the Paulo
Oliveira case, he bases his argumentation solely on Fre-
limo supporter William Minterâs 1989 report in English,
The Mozambican National Resistance (RENAMO) as de-
scribed by ex-participants, telling the story of a Renamo
âdefector.â But Oliveira admitted in his 2006 book pub-
lished in Portuguese, Dossier Makwakwa â Renamo: Uma
descida ao coraÃ§Ã£o das trevas, that he staged his own
Renamo defection when he returned to Mozambique in
1988 as an infiltrated Frelimo agent. Furthermore, Por-
tugal is almost absent in the study on Renamo, despite
the fact that the Portuguese military intelligence service
(DINFO) gave support to Renamo, precisely with the idea
of building a âPortugueseâ link and alleviating the depen-
dency toward South Africa; Dhlakamaâs daughter, for
example, studied in Portugal.

Whatâs more, I was astonished not to find some spe-
cific references in English, such as David Robinsonâs
PhD thesis on Renamo, or Carrie Manningâs book.[4] Al-
though he uses some academic sources from both sides,
clearly, the author is not sufficiently familiar with key
academic studies on the topic. A âthird sideâ is missing,
possibly because the author was unaware of its existence,
namely, the 1992-94 Onumoz (United Nations Operation
in Mozambique) archives deposited in 1995 at the Ar-
quivo HistÃ³rico de MoÃ§ambique,which include a large
number of documents, especially on Renamo at the mo-
ment of its demobilization. Indeed, Onumoz had a com-
plete list of Renamo soldiers with names, places of birth,
etc., on a CD-ROM! It was probably the first guerrilla
group on such a digital data base. One wonders where
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this CD-ROM can be found today.

The book lacks context and comparison. The author
rightly quotes Charles Van Niekerk (the South African re-
sponsible for covert assistance to Renamo) who said that
supporting Renamo was very cheap compared to the sub-
stantial support requested by the National Union of the
Total Independence of Angola (UNITA). But, as the au-
thor describes, page after page, how South Africa helped
Renamo, one might be left with the impression that the
apartheid regimeâs support for Renamo was huge, when
it was twenty times less than its support for UNITA!
Since Emerson does not study the relations between the
civilian population and Renamo military bases, he fails
to mention the food supply system of the latter, and it
seems as if some isolated islands were fed only by re-
sources sent via South African planes or submarines. But
this was more than a mere financial problem: on the
one hand, the low-level support given to Renamo illus-
trated South Africaâs political options, even under Pieter
Willem Bothaâs government, not to overrun Frelimo but
to oblige it to change; on the other hand, South Africaâs
aim in Angola was actually to overrun the Popular Move-
ment for the Liberation of Angola (MPLA) because of the
presence of Cuban troops âwhich can explain their high-
level support for UNITA. Whereas the first type of sup-
port was therefore in the hands of secret services, the sec-
ond was controlled by the army. Indeed, this dichotomy
closely matches American analysis, which never con-
sidered Frelimo as Communist even during the radical
phase, while considering the MPLA Communist, up to
1992.

Finally, with regard to interviews of former combat-
ants, Emerson tells us that few interviewees asked for
anonymity, which he obviously had to accept. But one
could question why he expanded this anonymity to al-
most all of the interviewees, except for top leaders. From
the standpoint of historical methodology, the opposite
approach should have been adopted: the identity of al-
most all interviewees should have been given, and as
many details about them as possible should have been
provided.

Although I am probably becoming too severe at this
point of my review, I must confess that it is rather upset-
ting that a book about a former Portuguese colony, an in-
dependent country having Portuguese as its official lan-
guage, is almost completely based on English-language
sources. Is the English language adequate to understand
the whole world? On the very first page of the book,
Newitt tells us that this conflict, in spite of its interna-

tional connections, was a âvery Africanâ conflict rooted
in the history of Mozambique. Indeed, it is important to
understand that. But Emersonâs book is âvery Ameri-
can,â not in the sense of the independent North Amer-
ican academic tradition, but in terms of it being rooted
in the tradition of consultancy carried out by academics
for mainly governmental security bodies. Mixing aca-
demic research and situation report consultancy is al-
ways a complicated exercise.

I nonetheless do believe that this book should be read
by all âMozambicanistâ researchers and advanced stu-
dents. Despite its limitations, it provides a lot of facts,
often disclosing new ones. Facts are not history, but
history needs facts. However one âfactâ is erroneous
(p. 135): in Cabo Delgado Province, Renamo never en-
joyed popular support among the Makonde, but it did
among the Macua and Mwene peopleâMakondes sup-
ported Frelimo during the anticolonial war and have re-
mained overwhelmingly faithful to Frelimo. We cannot
but agree with the last sentence of the book: âAny peace-
ful resolution of differencesâno matter how imperfectâis
always preferable to the cost of violenceâ (p. 205). But
will a peaceful resolution of differences be possible when,
in an imperfect country, there has never been sharing
of power or wealth? Is history a question of good in-
tentions? These past days (late October 2014) in post-
election Mozambique illustrate that it cannot thrive with-
out justice, peace, and democracy.

Notes

1]. Naparama insurgents were peasant groups rit-
ually inoculated against gun shots and fighting against
Renamo in the North of the country, soon recovered by
Frelimoâs secret services.

[2]. It is very important to fully understand that civil
war in Mozambique was, at least partly, a war between
two populations: one living in the sphere of the modern
state and the other using Renamo guerilla warfare as a
way to protect itself against the authoritarian moderniza-
tion process led by the Frelimo state. The modern state,
NGOs, and foreign diplomats, centered on urban areas,
were largely perceived as one and the same thing by the
latter section of the âpopulation.â Their responses should
be appreciated in accordance with this context.

[3]. Christian Geffray and MÃ¶gens Pedersen,
âNampula en guerre,â Politique Africaine, 29 (1988): 28-
40; Christian Geffray, âFragments d’un discours du pou-
voir (1975-1985): Du bon usage d’une mÃ©connaissance
scientifique,â Politique Africaine 29 (1988): 71-85; Chris-
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tian Geffray, La cause des armes au Mozambique: An-
thropologie d’une guerre civile (Paris: Ãditions Karthala,
1990); Michel Cahen, âMozambique: Guerre et national-
ismes,â Politique Africaine, 29 (1988): 2-86; Michel Ca-
hen, Les Bandits: Un historien auMozambique, 1994 (Paris:
Publications du Centre Culturel Calouste Gulbenkian,
2002); and Roland Marchal and Christine Messiant, Les

chemins de la guerre et de la paix: Fins de conflits enAfrique
orientale et australe (Paris: Karthala, 1997).

[4]. David Robinson, âCurse of the Land: A History
of the Mozambican Civil Warâ (PhD diss., University of
Western Australia, 2006); and Carrie Manning, The Pol-
itics of Peace in Mozambique: Post-Conflict Democratiza-
tion, 1992-2000 (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2002).
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