
Edited by Heidi Moksnes and Mia Melin 

Global Civil 
Society 
Shifting Powers 
in a Shifting World



Global Civil 
Society:
Shifting 
Powers in a 
Shifting World



Uppsala Centre for Sustainable Development

Villavägen 16

752 36 Uppsala Sweden

www.csduppsala.uu.se

Editors Heidi Moksnes and Mia Melin

Graphic design Tegl design

Printed by Hallvigs

Cover photo Dreamstime

Uppsala 2012

ISSN 1403-1264

ISBN 978-91-975741-8-1



124

Socia l  movements in a neo- l ibera l  era

Collective action and absent civil 

society organisations in the Maputo 

suburbs 

Maj-Lis Follér and Kajsa Johansson 

Protests against injustice and inequity occur in many places today, not least 
in Northern Africa and the Arab world. Media shows agitated people in the 
streets, but superficial interviews give little or no background and context 
for the upheaval. However, protesters oppose neo-liberal globalisation, 
misuse of power and increasing inequalities. People struggle for survival, 
dignity and the right to food, water and health. The protests are often 
directed against governments, but also against visible gaps between rich 
and poor in the country. Boaventura de Sousa Santos talks about these 
kinds of protests as a radicalisation of democracy and as an instrument 
for social change (2011). Our example from Mozambique concerns a 
collective action related to absolute and relative poverty and citizenship. 

In September 2010, in the capital of Mozambique, collective protests 
took place against raised food prices and costs for basic services, such as 
transport, water and electricity. During media’s short attention it was 
described as “hunger riots”, causing the death of 13 persons and with more 
than 200 injured, mainly by police violence. On the first day of the man-
ifestations, president Armando Emílio Guebuza called the demonstrators 
“bandits”1 and illegitimate. However, the official discourse soon changed, 
instead describing the demonstrators as “magnificent” and “beautiful.” 
Less than one week after the manifestations, the government presented its 
measures, including subsidies on wheat, tomatoes and onions, as well as 
cancelled price raises on water and electricity for the smallest consumers. 
To pay for this, government officials were not allowed to travel abroad 
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as planned, nor to travel Executive Class, and salary increase for higher 
government officials was cancelled. 

This article examines if these manifestations in the periphery of Mapu-
to contained the seed of something more than the isolated event. How 
(if) is it related to protests in other countries against similar inequalities? 
It also examines the linkages between the manifestations and established 
Mozambican civil society organisations (CSOs) based in Maputo, and 
whether CSOs engaged in any critical analysis regarding their own role 
and mandate. Many CSOs focus their work on advocacy for the rights 
of the poor, demanding accountability from the government on their 
behalf, and work to promote participatory democracy. Several organi-
sations claim to represent those “without a voice.” The most powerful 
CSOs are involved in dialogue with the government and see themselves 
as representatives of the Mozambican civil society. 

This article is based on interviews with participants in the manifes-
tations and with representatives from CSOs, as well as on participation 
in meetings, review of literature and news clippings. Quotes are used 
extensively to highlight the voices of the interviewees. 

The context

We will always be poor and they will continue to get richer. For how 
much longer can we get poorer? Does it always have to be the future that 
is better – will it never be the present? (24-year old male demonstrator)

Mozambique gained its independence from Portugal in 1975, but only 
experienced a few years of peace before a destabilisation war broke out that 
lasted for 16 years. The war had a devastating impact on the development 
of the country. Since independence, Mozambique has undergone major 
structural political changes, from a centralist socialist economy to a market 
economy by the end of the 1980s. Mozambique is one of the poorest 
countries in the world, with more than half of the population living in 
absolute poverty. During the past decade, major changes in poverty level 
were seen, but the development is unequal. Between 2003 and 2008, 
GDP increased by 55 percent, while absolute poverty decreased by only 7 
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percent. This means that economic development to a very limited degree 
contributes to poverty reduction (Castel-Branco 2010). Some data even 
claim that poverty is increasing (Hanlon and Smart 2008). However, 
international donors, eg the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 
World Bank, see Mozambique as a success story in terms of economic 
growth during the past decade.

Civil society organisations and independent media are fairly recent 
phenomena in Mozambique. The right to freedom of association was 
initially established in 1990 with the new constitution that introduced 
political pluralism in the country.

Characterising the September manifestations 

The reasons for the riots are not the levels of absolute poverty. In 1983 
we passed some really bad times with extensive famine but we were all 
conscious that we were all working to contribute to the construction and 
wealth of the nation. (CSO representative)

The majority of participants in the manifestations in 2010 were young 
women and men, unemployed or with insecure work positions, many 
of them having participated in the previous manifestations in February, 
2008, or having sympathised with them. They were not organised in any 
formal network or organisation, and they declared little or no belief in 
that organisational membership would solve anything. The interviewed 
demonstrators had heard nothing of CSOs working in their neighbour-
hood. Many expressed the view that CSOs and the economic and political 
elite were similar – something they had heard on television. With a clear 
sentiment of despair, they proclaimed they had nothing to lose, under-
lining the issue of injustice by saying that what was at stake was not the 
lack of equal distribution – but the complete lack of any distribution at all.

No person or organisation can be pointed out as the leader or organiser 
of the manifestations. Text messages were used to spread information 
regarding government decisions to raise prices on several basic services 
and products. However, even before the texts started to circulate, there 
was already general awareness in the suburbs about rising prices and living 
costs. The function of the text messages was therefore to inform about and 
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call people to manifestations. Some say that the government contributed 
to the manifestations through its way of communicating raises in costs. 

In the interviews with the demonstrators, the main causes for the 
manifestations appeared to divide into two types: first, the absolute causes 
of increased living costs (bread and other food products, electricity, water 
and transport) and the perception that life was getting less affordable; and 
second, the relative causes of perception of increased economic injustice. 
People are well aware of the wealth that is created in Mozambique – but 
also of the fact that it only benefits a limited group of people. The relative 
poverty and feelings of injustice create discontent and frustration, buil-
ding up over time; but the increased absolute poverty with rising costs 
was the reason to why the upheavals took place at this particular date. It 
is therefore important to analyse the co-relation between the two, and 
how the conditions for manifestations change over time with changes in 
perceptions of relative as well as absolute poverty.

Furthermore, the interviews indicate that the manifestations were 
not about political power, but for claiming greater social power. Political 
power is mainly the control over political processes and decision-making, 
while social power can be described as people’s capacity and possibility to 
influence and change their own situation (Åkesson and Nilsson 2006). 
Changes in social power are not necessarily linked to changes in political 
power structures; they may even strengthen the legitimacy of the gover-
ning structure through social contracts. In the case of Mozambique, 
unlike in many of the recent examples from Northern Africa and the 
Arab countries, it became obvious – in interviews with demonstrators and 
CSOs, as well as in daily papers – that the main aim of the manifestations 
were not to overthrow the government, nor necessarily to advocate for 
changing ruling parties. It was rather to manifest the discontent with 
undistributed wealth, be it that of the politicians or that of the elite. 
Obviously, many demonstrators had voted for Frelimo, and now they 
wanted to hold them accountable. Yet:

The demonstrators were not attacking for example the Frelimo offices in 
the neighbourhoods – although they could have. Not one neighbourhood 
leader house was attacked. What were attacked were representations of 
economic agents – of business and wealth (CSO representative).
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There were outbreaks of violence during the manifestations, and demon-
strators destroyed cars, small shops, roads and commercial centres. 
However, according to demonstrators, the violence was provoked by 
brutal police interventions. The interviewed demonstrators were all 
convinced, though, that without violence, there would not have been 
any results – a sign of mistrust of the political leadership, as well as an 
expression for the fact that there are no platforms for dialogue with the 
leaders. The demonstrators had little or no knowledge about the institu-
tions that were set up within the frame of the decentralisation process. 
Some quotes illustrate the demonstrators’ view on violence:

Violence is not the best way, but when it comes to survival, the weak 
person chooses the best way to save himself, like self-defence (19 years 
old female demonstrator).

This is not violence. This is a way of giving value to our voice (30 years 
old female demonstrator).

Mozambican CSOs and the manifestations

During the actual days of the manifestations, no national CSO or repre-
sentative from media were seen in the streets, but directly after some CSOs 
wrote declarations and statements. At first, the National Civil Society 
Coalition was supposed to make a joint statement, but due to differing 
interests and affiliations, that never happened. Declarations that appeared 
thus varied in content, but they jointly condemned the violence, from 
both sides, and emphasised the need of platforms for people’s participa-
tion. In the interviews we made with CSO representatives, they gave a 
variety of explanations as to how they analysed the manifestations and 
saw their own role and legitimacy: 

We believe that there are platforms to practice citizenship that should 
be used.

Civil society organisations were not present during the demonstrations, 
but we came in afterwards to make sure that the issues are being dealt with. 
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The people in general, including the ones who participated in the demon-
strations, end up being represented by us. 

The causes of the manifestations have to do with lack of good governance 
and that the government is not taking responsibility. Civil society has no 
reason to blame itself for anything.

The opinions above imply no CSO responsibility nor any need for self-
critical reflection regarding their role and mandate. They stand in sharp 
contrast to the following statements, also from CSO representatives:

The manifestations signalised a real expression of citizenship. Without 
results-based matrixes, without theory, without budgets. No one has 
achieved as much as these manifestations.

I believe that NGOs are actually reducing the practice of citizenship 
among the population. NGOs are more like a club in the city centre 
that doesn’t touch upon the problems of the people. The money goes to 
increasing the wealth of the elite that dominates the NGO world, and the 
biggest part of the funds ends up in transactions within central Maputo.

Concluding remarks 

So, two ways of thinking stand out: Firstly, civil society as a self-appointed, 
legitimate representative of the population, with a mandate to advocate 
for their rights; and secondly, civil society as part of the problem, due to 
a lack of representativity and to a different order of priorities than that 
of the broader population. The former may be described as conservative 
and apolitical in its analysis, while the other identifies needs for political 
social movements and member-based organisations, such as trade unions, 
and expresses a sense of crisis of legitimacy. The former expresses the 
need to improve the linkages upwards – to strengthen lobby work with 
politicians; the latter sees the need to strengthen the links to the grassroots.

Interviewed CSO representatives agreed that the manifestations had 
virtually no effect on their daily work; nor was the sharing of reflections 
between the organisations recommended. 
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Note

1.  In the Mozambican context, the term “bandit” is very strong, as it was used to label 
Renamo, the opposition during the destabilisation war.
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