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Abstract
Mahumane, P. 2025. The Curse of Coal Mining. Residents’ Resistance to Industrial Coal 
Mining in Moatize District, Mozambique. Uppsala Studies in Cultural Anthropology 64. 
216 pp. Uppsala: Acta Universitatis Upsaliensis. ISBN 978-91-513-2520-0.

This thesis explores the dynamics and everyday practices of resistance in response to a large-
scale coal mining project in Mozambiqueʼs Moatize District. The district underwent a significant 
territorial transformation after the Mozambican government granted the first coal mining 
concession to the Brazilian multinational mining company Vale in 2007. This concession 
encompassed vast areas of land traditionally used by local communities, who were subsequently 
displaced to make way for coal mining.

The thesis is based on twelve months of anthropological fieldwork conducted in Moatize 
District. In this area, the mining company’s operations significantly affected local residents’ 
daily lives and means of subsistence. Most interlocutors were subsistence farmers and 
brickmakers who had been resettled by Vale in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood within 
the Municipality of Moatize, as well as in the localities of Benga, Cateme and Mualádzi. The 
research also focused on traditional chiefs, traditional healers, state officials, informal traders, 
members of civil society organisations, and former CARBOMOC and CCM employees.

Drawing on James Scott’s theoretical framework of everyday resistance, this thesis 
demonstrates how residents of Moatize adopted discreet, infrapolitical tactics to resist Vale’s 
mining practices and repression by state authorities. Using the limited resources at their disposal, 
they confronted a powerful corporation backed by the state. To expose the harmful effects of 
coal mining, residents shared images of mine explosions near their homes on social media, while 
protecting the identity of those who captured them. They also accessed forested areas on Vale’s 
land to gather resources essential for their livelihoods. In some cases, acts of resistance included 
invoking ancestral spirits through traditional healers to halt the tractors extracting coal from 
the mines. Overall, the thesis demonstrates that, despite seemingly powerless, the residents of 
Moatize asserted their agency by resisting the mining practices of the powerful multinational 
company Vale, which was backed by the central state.
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

As a Mozambican citizen living in the capital, Maputo, I had followed the 
mineral boom and the granting of mining concessions by the Mozambican 
state to multinational companies in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Because of 
the economic projections made by the Mozambican government about the 
positive impact these mining projects would have on the country, and the way 
their inception was reported in the media, I, along with many other Mozambi-
cans, expected the countryʼs economic and social development to be driven 
by the boom in mineral resources. Expectations were even higher in the re-
gions where these mega-mining projects were located.  

The path opened for mega-mining projects in Mozambique when the civil 
war that began in 1976 ended in 1992. Faced with a devastated economy, the 
Mozambican post-colonial state passed its first reform of the Land Law in 
1997 and the Mining Law in 2002, allowing it to turn to the exploitation of its 
natural resources and to begin to attract and receive Foreign direct investment 
(FDI). As the discourses of national development and their socialist hege-
monic projects transformed, the state thought of development in terms of ter-
ritory, accumulation, and sovereignty. Mozambique became one of the coun-
tries of the Global South where the practice of sovereignty has been inherently 
caught up in the logic and operation of markets, money, business, and capital-
ist accumulation, making the coupling between nation and development less 
stable (Sidaway 2007:345–350). According to De Sousa Santos (2006), the 
Western partners from which the country needed assistance after leaving the 
planned socialist economy demanded the implementation of the neo-liberal 
capitalist model of structural adjustment and democratisation with the intro-
duction of multiparty elections. 

Mozambique began to be characterised by economic reforms, in which the 
language of economic liberalisation and private investment became common-
place. Pitcher (2002) argues that the discourse of the market supplanted the 
one of Marxism. In the same vein, Pitcher (2006:88–89) argues that the lan-
guage of economic liberalisation and private investment found a place because 
of the “emerging black middle class,” which ignored the socialist period in 
order to erase the past and build a new national identity around the key con-
structs of neoliberalism. Pitcher (2006) notes that this was part of what he calls 
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“organised forgetting,” a discursive and institutional strategy adopted by the 
ruling party, Frelimo,1 to manage the transition from socialism to neoliberal-
ism. The same strategy aimed at revising the countryʼs ideological orientation, 
building new coalitions of support among national and international investors, 
and restoring the legitimacy of the ruling party after the abandonment of so-
cialism. The actions of the ruling Frelimo party allowed it to engage in what 
Pitcher calls “transformative preservation” (preservação transformadora), 
through which the ruling party remained in power after democratisation and 
structural adjustment, but remade itself in the process. According to Sumich 
(2010), the party began to restructure itself, providing a layered form of social 
stratification within the nation and becoming one of the main routes of social 
mobility available to many Mozambicans.  

Mozambique joined the list of African countries that received the most for-
eign investment in 1998, when the MOZAL aluminium smelter was installed 
with a total investment of US$2.68 billion. In 2003, the South African Coal, 
Oil, and Gas Company (SASOL) was granted permission to explore and in-
stall its gas pipeline in Inhambane Province in southern Mozambique, which 
began in 2004. In 2006, the Australian company Riversdale Mining Ltd. began 
operations in Tete, and in 2011, the Brazilian multinational Vale do Rio Doce 
began exploring for coal in Moatize, Tete Province, after being granted per-
mission in 2004. In 2015, the Italian company ENI launched the Rovuma Ba-
sin gas exploration project in northern Mozambique (Anderson 2001; Castel-
Branco 2008; Mosca and Selemane 2011; Reuters 2015).  

All multinational mining projects in the country have been accompanied by 
the rhetoric that they will bring progress and development. Indeed, between 
2000 and 2014, mega-projects in the mining sector were responsible for the 
growth of Mozambique’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (Monié and Car-
valho 2019). Between 2002 and 2014, Foreign direct investment (FDI) in-
creased from US$347.3 million to US$4.9 billion. Despite being an important 
source of financing for the Mozambican economy, the FDI does not generate 

 
1 The Frelimo political party has been in power in Mozambique since the country gained inde-
pendence in 1975. According to Paredes (2014:132–133), the merger of three nationalist move-
ments formed FRELIMO (Front for the Liberation of Mozambique): UDENAMU, MANU, and 
UNAMI. Eduardo Mondlane, who was elected president on 25 June 1962, was responsible for 
the merger. In 1977, at its third congress, FRELIMO was transformed from a liberation front 
into a revolutionary political party with a Marxist-Leninist orientation, so there is a distinction 
between the acronym FRELIMO as a revolutionary movement (written in block capital letters) 
and Frelimo as a political party (written with standard capitalisation). Throughout the thesis I 
refer to it as a front (capital letters) from 1964 until the third congress in 1977 and as a party 
(lowercase) from the third congress until today. 
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wealth for the national economy. This is because it is concentrated in the ex-
tractive sector, which does not generate jobs and has little connection with the 
national economy (Mucanze and Correa 2017:19). Castel-Branco (2014) and 
Orre and Rønning (2017) argue that although the new mining projects soon 
led to increased GDP, social inequality and extreme poverty in the country 
became even more pronounced following their implementation.  

Castel-Branco (2014:31) notes that the contribution of mega mining pro-
jects to total government tax revenues between 2008 and 2012 was less than 
2%. Their combined tax contribution (corporate tax, workersʼ income tax, sur-
face tax on the land used, and royalties) represents 3% of the total value of 
their sales. The tax contribution of mega mining projects to the national econ-
omy is almost zero and has no impact on citizensʼ investment, employment, 
production, and trade, as profits from company sales have been exported back 
to the countries of origin of the mining companies (cf. Castel-Branco 2008). 
As Castel-Branco further argues, the Mozambican economy retains and ab-
sorbs only a part of the production and sales value of these companies. In the 
same vein, Macuane et al. (2018:419) argue that despite increasing investment 
in natural resources, Mozambique is still experiencing so-called growth with-
out change, with resettlement issues, low contributions to GDP, and poor link-
ages between mega-projects and other sectors of the economy. 

Mozambique was ranked 182th out of 193 countries in the world in terms 
of human development, according to the 2023 Human Development Index 
(HDI) (UNDP 2025). As Orre and Rønning (2017) point out, even in the pe-
riod 2010–2015, when the countryʼs GDP grew because of FDI from mining 
megaprojects, Mozambiqueʼs HDI performance was only slightly better than 
the average of the other 40 countries with low human development. For Orre 
and Rønning (2017), these facts confirm the popular notion that mega mining 
projects in Mozambique have brought more social inequality than develop-
ment. The Ministry of Economy and Finance (MEF) statistics (2016) showed 
that although the number of poor people has decreased from 54.1% in 2003 to 
49.2% in 2015, Mozambique remained one of the poorest countries in the 
world. The high levels of poverty can also be explained by the lack of long-
term priority given to the majority of the population by the mining sector, 
namely small-scale farmers in areas where mining projects are implemented 
(cf. Orre and Rønning 2017).  

In this thesis, I use ethnographic material produced during a twelve-month 
anthropological fieldwork to analyse the relationship between the coal mining 
practices of the Brazilian multinational company Vale and local people in the 
Moatize district, Tete province, in central Mozambique, where the Mozambi-
can state has granted the company 22,096 hectares of land on which many 
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local people, including small-scale farmers, used to farm (Filipe and Norfolk 
2017). The Moatize district is also one of the largest unexplored coal reserves 
in the world, estimated to contain over 23 billion tonnes of coal (Kirschner 
and Power 2015), a fact that also attracted my attention as a site for ethno-
graphic research. In February 2019, I began ethnographic fieldwork in 
Moatize, naively assuming that its residents would have welcomed Vale, one 
of the world’s top four mining company2, given that it was intended to stimu-
late socio-economic development. Instead, the locals described coal mining as 
a curse, pointing to enormous social problems. such as pollution and social 
inequalities, that were exacerbated by the practice of coal mining.   

At Moatize, the Brazilian multinational Vale do Rio Doce3 (CVRD) oper-
ated through its subsidiary Vale Moçambique Ltda. CVRD was founded in 
1942 as a state-owned company (Cezne and Hönke 2022:3). In 1997, follow-
ing a series of neo-liberal policies adopted by the Brazilian government, the 
company was privatised, but it remains linked to the state through an ongoing 
relationship. As Cezne and Hönke (2022) argue, the Brazilian government 
owns a number of shares in Valeʼs shareholder structure, giving it veto rights 
over the companyʼs strategic affairs. The state-owned Brazilian National De-
velopment Bank (BNDES), through its equity investment arm BNDES-Par, is 
also among the companyʼs shareholders. In 2022, 15 years after being granted 
the concession for the Moatize coal mine by the Mozambican state, Vale aban-
doned the mine and sold its assets to Vulcan Resources, an Indian multina-
tional company. The reasons that led Vale to abandon its projects in Moatize 
were not clear to Mozambique’s civil society organisations (CSO), and more 
generally to the people of Moatize. 

I did not set out to investigate residents’ resistance to Vale’s mining prac-
tices at the start of my PhD project or at the outset of my ethnographic re-
search in Moatize. While initially my research focus was related to health 
landscapes and coal mining practices, my focus shifted during fieldwork due 
to emerging conflicts between the local people and the mining company, a 
tremendously important aspect of the mining industry. At the start of my 
fieldwork in 2019, it became clear that the conflicts involved local residents 
and the company, as well as the local state administration. In the Bagamoio 
neighbourhood of Moatize, next to the mining site, I witnessed situations of 
residents cutting through the fence to enter the forest in the area owned by 
Vale. The local people, realising that Valeʼs coal mining projects did not 

 
2 According to MacDiarmid et al. (2018:17), over the 10-year period 2006–2015, the Anglo-
American, BHP Billiton, CVRD-Vale and the Anglo-Australian Rio Tinto all remained within 
the top four revenue earners of global mining companies. 
3 Throughout the thesis, I use the name Vale as it is commonly known. 
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benefit them and instead degraded their lives by taking away their subsist-
ence mechanisms, such as land and water resources, began to confront the 
multinational company. 

In Moatize, as I was able to understand through the ethnographic fieldwork, 
people have a history of resistance to the various development projects that 
have opposed or been hostile to their rural economic models. A 68-year-old 
smallholder farmer, whom I call Aniceto,4 described the hostility of the devel-
opment projects carried out in Moatize. I found Aniceto in the morning in the 
brick house where he lived with his six children. Aniceto was on his way to 
his field, where he grows food, mostly maize. His harvest could be seen in the 
backyard of his house, spread out in sacks on the ground to dry: 
 

I remember that before Frelimo came to Moatize, the white Portuguese controlled our 
movements and did not let us go to other places in Tete province. They told us it was 
safe to stay here. After independence, Frelimo tried to destroy these types of colonial 
villages, put us in communal villages, and subject us to collective farms, which we were 
not used to, and they did not allow us to go to our machambas.5 I and other small farm-
ers always resisted and did not go to the collective farms. 

 
Other small farmers described how the political authorities, during both the 
colonial period and the post-independence period, carried out development 
projects that were detrimental to the local economic structure. Their stories 
echoed Anicetoʼs description. One small farmer told me: “We rejected the 
projects because we, as the communities that would benefit from them, we 
were not given the opportunity to express our thoughts and opinions.” For 
these small farmers, the new ruling FRELIMO authorities were convinced that 
they were right and that the villages and scattered settlements that character-
ised Moatize should indeed be developed and set on the path of progress 
through the FRELIMO regime’s new political and economic programme. In 
fact, the development programme followed a model that FRELIMO had used 
in the liberated territories during the national liberation struggle against Por-
tuguese colonialism. This ideological and political programme was compul-
sory and focused on communal villages, state collective farms and coopera-
tives, despite the historical and economic context of rural Moatize (see Coelho 
1998). According to Meynes (1981:42), the progress of the liberation struggle 
in Mozambique between 1964 and 1974 was not solely dependent on 

 
4 Most names used in this thesis have been anonymised, except for the Administrator, the Mayor 
and, Queen of Moatize, who are public figures and are described as participating in public acts 
or events in Moatize. 
5 The word machamba has entered the Portuguese vocabulary (the official language of Mozam-
bique) and translates as agricultural field, or the part of the land where small-scale farmers carry 
out agricultural activities. 
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FRELIMOʼs military successes, but was fundamentally linked to the estab-
lishment and consolidation of liberated zones where political control had 
largely escaped the colonial administrationʼs grasp. In these zones, particu-
larly in the northern provinces of Cabo Delgado and Niassa, FRELIMO and 
its liberation armyʼs guerrilla units began to lay the foundations for new forms 
of economic production, social services, political administration, and self-de-
fence. It was in these zones that values based on the collective efforts of peas-
ant farmers and liberation force cadres were developed, as a result of an in-
tense ideological process led by FRELIMO. At its first Congress in 1962, 
FRELIMO had already established its position in favour of improving the ma-
terial living conditions of the predominantly peasant population. However, as 
Meynes (1981:49–50) points out, this issue was not initially considered im-
portant in the national liberation struggle. Consequently, there were signs of 
stagnation in the guerrilla war in 1966. It was only when the importance of 
close association with the popular masses was recognised, and steps were 
taken to put this into practice, that new advances were made. FRELIMO began 
to refer to the armed struggle as a peopleʼs war to characterise this develop-
ment. At the third Congress, held in 1977 after independence, FRELIMO is-
sued the economic and social directive, which was based on communal vil-
lages and collective farms as fundamental to the development of Mozambique, 
drawing on experience gained in the liberated areas. 
    The Moatize residents said that since their survival was based on family 
farming, any development model the state wanted to implement would have 
to fit into their logic of family production. However, as Casal (1991) and Coe-
lho (1998) note, FRELIMO, with its new development plan drawn up imme-
diately after independence, fought against what it called áreas atrasadas, sub-
desenvolvidas em termos de desenvolvimento (backward, underdeveloped, 
and developmentally backward areas), which would therefore have to adapt to 
forms of socialist production characterised by cooperatives and settlements in 
communal villages. 
    Small farmers of Moatize resisted the introduction of communal villages 
when state farms and cooperatives replaced the practice of household subsist-
ence agriculture, their main survival mechanism. However, as Coelho (1998) 
has shown, the Frelimo governmentʼs gigantic plan to transform the rural 
economy into socialist forms of production collapsed. Natural disasters, such 
as floods and droughts, affected the province, and the civil war waged by 
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RENAMO6 (Mozambican National Resistance) against the Frelimo govern-
ment between 1976 and 1992 worsened the socio-economic conditions of the 
small farmers in Tete, who relied on household subsistence agriculture. 
    What is certain is that the destabilisation by RENAMO during the civil war 
coincided with the time when small farmers in Tete were dissatisfied with the 
development model implemented by Frelimo. Residents of Moatize recall 
traumatic experiences from the civil war that further disrupted forms of sub-
sistence agricultural production. Ricardina, a 64-year-old woman who lived in 
a hut and wore a capulana7  and a scarf on her head, was working in her maize 
field in Moatize when I spoke to her on a very hot day. She explained the 
impact of the civil war on her life when, in 1983, her family was forced to 
leave their extensive land in fertile areas near the river to join the communal 
villages. These villages were attacked by RENAMO troops in the same year. 
After the civil war ended in 1992, Ricardina describes what happened next: 
 

 
6 According to Young (1990), the movement was initially called the MNR – the Mozambican 
National Resistance. Young (1990:493–495) further argues that MNR originated from the anti-
colonial conflicts that occurred in Mozambique and Zimbabwe during the 1960s and 1970s. 
Until 1974, the Rhodesian government and the Portuguese colonial authorities were confronted 
with well-equipped and organised insurgencies by the Zimbabwe African National Un-
ion (ZANU) and FRELIMO. Southern Rhodesia and Mozambique share an 800 km border, and 
both governments considered military cooperation against their respective insurgent move-
ments. This need intensified for the Rhodesians in 1968, when FRELIMO began operating in 
Tete Province, and even more so when they began operating south of the Zambezi. While the 
Portuguese authorities had agreed to allow Rhodesian troops to operate in Tete as required (i.e., 
in “hot pursuit” operations), the Central Intelligence Organisation (led by Ken Flower) also 
recognised the need to establish a clandestine movement within Mozambique. By mid-1976, a 
number of factors had come together to encourage the Rhodesians to develop a strategy in sup-
port of the MNR. In March, the Frelimo government closed the border, imposing considerable 
economic costs on the Rhodesians – about a third of Rhodesiaʼs foreign trade passed through 
Mozambique – and providing ZANU with greater capabilities in their fight against Ian Smithʼs 
minority white government. They enlisted the help of resentful and frustrated Portuguese colo-
nial émigrés, with whom they recruited, organised, and trained a mercenary force composed 
mainly of former Mozambican soldiers who had been demobilised from the colonial army and 
had also emigrated to Rhodesia. Geffray (1991:12) states that the Rhodesians unleashed in-
creasing aggression against Mozambique, including the use of the air force to destroy the al-
ready fragile Mozambican infrastructure. This was intended to destabilise the new Marxist-
Leninist regime that was threatening their economic interests. However, ZANU, the party sup-
ported by the Frelimo government, achieved independence in 1980. From then on, the MNR 
was supported by the apartheid regime of South Africa, and the destabilisation of the country 
continued. 
7 A fabric that women tie around their bodies. Capulanas are usually part of women’s clothing, 
and the material is also used to make dresses, skirts, etc. Recently, in Moatize and other areas 
of the country, men have also begun using capulana to make shirts, trousers, and T-shirts. 
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My late parents, my older brother, and I were refugees in Malawi, where we had rela-
tives. When the war ended, we returned to Moatize, but other people had already occu-
pied our land. I was given another piece of land here in Moatize, but my brother pre-
ferred to return to Malawi where he already had a wife and children. 

 
The consequences of the civil war in Moatize, as reported by the residents, 
point to a destabilisation that caused displacement and death, creating a social 
rupture by separating many families and leaving them with the trauma, which 
they live with it to this day. 
    Another problem cited by the residents of Moatize in relation to Valeʼs coal 
mining practices was the environmental damage caused by these mining prac-
tices, which destroyed their green fields but which the compensation did not 
restore. The field of cassava leaves and maize belonging to Leia, a 59-year-
old resident of the Bagamoio neighbourhood, is in the area now owned by 
Vale, where the coal is extracted. I first met Leia on a very hot day as she 
walked with a group of barefoot women carrying firewood on their heads, all 
on their way home. Leia told me that she collected firewood in the area that 
Vale owned. She said that she entered Valeʼs land because she did not have 
the money to buy firewood or coal to cook with. The only place she could find 
it was in Valeʼs land. There was still a small forest there, where she could 
collect green leaves used for medicinal purposes. 
    The Moatize case is not the only one in Mozambique in which communities 
surrounding mega mining projects have come into conflict with the company 
over environmental resources or pollution. In Beloluane, situated in the Ma-
tola district of southern Mozambique, Mozambique Aluminum (MOZAL), the 
first FDI mega mining project in Mozambiqueʼs neoliberal economy, has 
clashed with the communities surrounding the project, its workers, and several 
civil society organisations over the immense environmental damage it has 
caused. Four MOZAL workers I spoke with reported that they were usually 
dismissed after three years of service to avoid health problems caused by ex-
posure to high temperatures in the aluminium production area. Meanwhile, 
residents living near the companyʼs facilities, with whom I also spoke with, 
reported that they suffered greatly from air pollution caused by the company. 
    In 2010, MOZAL decided to carry out a bypass, a process of releasing gases 
directly into the atmosphere without filters, which occurred during the reha-
bilitation of its two smoke treatment centres. MOZAL had obtained a permit 
to release its emissions into the air without filters for six months, with the 
serious possibility of harming human health (Bussoti 2014). According to Mo-
sanblog (2011), the process of emitting unfiltered gases ended four months 
after the bypass began, causing environmental pollution for the surrounding 
communities. This process was widely criticised by environmental and public 
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health organisations, since analyses carried out at the time showed that the 
region already had very high levels of pollution before the bypass, above the 
maximum established by the World Health Organisation (WHO). Criticism 
has also been levelled at opposition political parties with seats in Parliament, 
where RENAMO8 and Mozambique Democratic Movement (MDM)9 depu-
ties wore masks in one of the sessions of the National Assembly in 2010 as a 
form of protest against Mozalʼs aluminium project (Mosanblog 2010). 
    When I spoke to 45-year-old Santos, a street vendor in the informal market 
of Compone in Maputo, he said that he lived near the South African Coal, Oil, 
and Gas Company (SASOL), a multinational company operating in Pande, 
Inhambane province in southern Mozambique. He said that the company has 
not improved employment in the area. According to Santos, SASOLʼs prob-
lem with the community is that it did not employ the local people of Pande, 
preferring to hire workers from South Africa, the companyʼs country of origin. 
Santos said that he was frustrated with the company, explaining that he also 
expected to be employed but was not. As a result, he was eventually forced to 
migrate to Maputo in search of better living conditions. Deutsche Welle Africa 
(21/4/2017) reported that local communities have not benefited from the 
promises SASOL made in 2004, the year it began exploring for natural gas in 

 
8 The transformation of RENAMO from an armed movement into a political party was first 
made possible by the 1991 constitutional amendment that paved the way for a multi-party sys-
tem in Mozambique. Tavuyanago (2011:45) refers to the provisions of the Acordo Geral de Paz 
de Roma (Rome Peace Accords), which was signed in Rome on 4 October 1992 by Joaquim 
Chissano, who was then the president of Frelimo and the Republic of Mozambique, and Afonso 
Dhlakama, the leader of RENAMO. The agreement included the dissolution of RENAMOʼs 
armed forces and several government securities forces, all of which were to be integrated into 
the United National Army. This meant that RENAMO had to transform itself from a guerrilla 
movement into a legitimate political party and participate in the first general elections in 1994. 
Nilson (2023: 113–134) described RENAMO as a hybrid armed political party because, be-
tween 2012 and 2018, its leader, Afonso Dhlakama, led the party from Santujira in the Goron-
gosa Mountains, where RENAMO’s military headquarters were located. Despite RENAMOʼs 
official transformation into a political party and Dlhakamaʼs transformation into its leader, he 
never relinquished his position as leader of RENAMOʼs armed forces. He maintained a private 
armed security force, which was provisioned for in the 1992 Rome peace agreement. This meant 
that RENAMO was still structured around the same armed organisation as before, with 
Dlhakama as its leader. After losing the 2014 General Election, Dlhakama claimed there had 
been fraud and began directing military attacks, primarily in the central part of the country, 
from his headquarters in Gorongosa. This caused the country to return to a military crisis fol-
lowing the signing of the Rome Peace Accords in 1992. Interestingly, while Dlhakama was 
directing military operations in the bush, he was also leading his party in Parliament. In March 
2015, RENAMO deputies submitted a bill to Parliament to discuss local self-government in a 
democratic environment and to allow a parliamentary vote to achieve this. However, the bill 
was rejected by the Frelimo parliamentary majority, who claimed that amending the Constitu-
tion of the Republic would be necessary to achieve this. 
9 MDM was founded by one of the sons of Urias Simango, who was also one of the founders 
of FRELIMO. Urias Simango went on to become vice-president of FRELIMO. 
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Pande. According to Deutsche Welle Africa, promises such as the installation 
of a borehole for water and support for vulnerable elderly people have not 
materialised. Deutsche Welle Africa (27/7/2021) also reported on a situation 
in which young Mozambicans blocked the EN1 national road in protest 
against the multinational SASOL, but the authorities responded by tear-gas-
sing the demonstrators.   

Some residents of the mineral-rich areas of Cabo Delgado in northern 
Mozambique with whom I spoke to, who had fled to Maputo because of the 
conflict, said that they had lost their land, which was immediately occupied 
by people who began to illegally exploit resources in the area. Bruno, a 48-
year-old resident of Cabo Delgado who migrated to Maputo, said: “This was 
a strange conflict, as our areas had been depopulated and the illegal exploita-
tion of resources had begun.” He described himself as a victim of the exploi-
tation of the various mining resources in his area of origin. Multinational gi-
ants such as Anadarko Petroleum and Italyʼs ENI have established their pres-
ence in the northern province of Cabo Delgado (Reuters 2015). In 2015, these 
multinationals agreed to begin developing adjacent gas fields off the coast of 
Mozambique, which was seeking to become a major global supplier of lique-
fied natural gas (LNG). Total Energies (2019) later agreed to acquire Ana-
darkoʼs stake in Mozambique LNG in 2019. Residents I spoke to said they 
were victims of attacks by a terrorist group claiming to defend the principles 
of Islam. Sitoe (2021) argues that the arrival of large Western investments 
may have been the immediate cause of the attraction of Islamic radicals to the 
province.  

Morier-Genoud (2020) claims that the insurgent group in Cabo Delgado 
belongs to an Islamic sect that began a decade earlier and turned to armed 
jihadism in the mid-2010s. The fact is that the Cabo Delgado gas project is the 
largest in Mozambique’s history – and the one that has created the most public 
security problems and challenged the countryʼs sovereignty. In August 2020 
the terrorist group occupied Mocimboa da Praia, one of Cabo Delgado’s dis-
tricts, to disrupt the project and cut the area off from the international market 
by controlling its port (Sitoe 2021). In order to protect the huge project and 
prevent it from failing, the Mozambican state asked for military support from 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC), which sent a mili-
tary contingent. Rwanda has also sent a large military contingent to ensure the 
project does not fail (Njelezi 2023), while the multinational Total Energies 
points out that it will not return to Cabo Delgado until the security problems 
are resolved (Total Energies 2025). 
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    Although Mozambiqueʼs mega-mining projects are sources of conflict and 
targets of resistance from surrounding communities, the Mozambican state le-
gitimates them because of their contribution to the countryʼs gross domestic 
product growth. However, Monié and Carvalho (2019:182) argue that the de-
velopment model of mega-mining projects in Mozambique raises questions 
about their low contribution to the national budget and their growing influence 
on the organisation of the national territory. As the authors further add, these 
projects have encouraged a loss of economic complexity due to the lack of 
diversification of the productive fabric. Agriculture, as one of the key sectors 
of the Mozambican economy and the basis of development and survival for 
more than 50% of the Mozambican population, has not been stimulated by the 
mega-mining projects. This led Phiri (2012) to suggest that rapid growth in 
resource extraction in the country would lead to a resource curse, where re-
sources leave the country while the domestic economy stagnates. 
    In Moatize, the practice of coal mining by the new global player in the coal 
industry, Vale, was in contradiction with their expectations of progress and 
development. Fernando, a 48-year-old brick maker who worked in a brickyard 
where his bricks were in high demand, expressed his dissatisfaction with the 
industrial practices of coal mining in Moatize in the following terms: 
 

The coal industry has not only expropriated our land and subjected us to poor living 
conditions, but it also transports around six trips of 120 wagons of coal a day out of the 
district via the Moatize railway lines, without giving us any financial compensation. 
Even the brickwork that supports me, I have heard that it will be demolished to make 
way for the expansion of Valeʼs activities. 

 
The residents of Moatize, like Fernando, believe that their resources are being 
exploited and robbed by the mining industry. This discontent extended to 
small farmers, cattle breeders, and traditional healers, who I describe in this 
thesis as the main opponents of the multinational coal industry in Moatize. 
They resisted Valeʼs mining practices because these threatened their liveli-
hoods by taking away their means of survival, including the land on which 
they farmed, made bricks, grazed their cattle, and gathered medicinal plants 
used to cure various ailments. As the residents said, and as I observed, they 
used every available mechanism to resist Valeʼs mining practices. These 
ranged from invasions of Valeʼs property to protest, to the paralysis of the 
companyʼs activities at some point. The type of resistance analysed in this 
thesis initially took organised forms and challenged the land rights granted to 
Vale by the Mozambican state. However, such resistance was reprimanded by 
the state police, forcing its protagonists to opt for the path of covert acts of 
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resistance, which Scott (1990) describes as everyday resistance or infrapoli-
tics, where the resisters are concerned with immediate gains against the insti-
tution they are resisting. 

1.1 Purpose and aims 
This is an ethnographic study of the dynamics and everyday practice of re-
sistance against a large-scale coal-mining project in the Moatize district of 
Mozambique. It is situated in a context where the state, within a contextualised 
neoliberal agenda, has become the facilitator of Foreign direct investment 
(FDI), touted as capable of creating jobs and bringing development. It exam-
ines the interaction of the local people of Moatize with the practices of coal 
exploitation by the multinational mining company and the Mozambican state, 
as well as the forms of resistance to these practices. It shows how local people 
have experienced the changes in their livelihoods brought about by industrial 
mining, with a particular focus on their access to mining revenues, land, water, 
health, and work. The thesis focuses both on the impacts of mining and land 
sector reforms on residentsʼ living conditions and on the attempts of the peo-
ple of this Mozambican mining town to reclaim their homes and livelihoods. 
Thus, this thesis analyses how the discourses and practices of industrial coal 
mining have affected the livelihoods of the residents in the Moatize district. 
    The thesis aims to contribute to scholarly discussions of how people living 
in the Global South are shaped by the neoliberal model of development im-
plemented by a mining multinational company with state facilitation. The pre-
sent study’s relevance is heightened at a time when new mineral exploitation 
and mining projects are proliferating in the country, particularly in places far 
from the central power of the state. The thesis asks the following research 
questions: First, how do the multinational corporation and the Mozambican 
state that follow neoliberal principles affect local peoples and their spaces, 
especially those in the vicinity of mining operations? Second, in what ways 
do local people respond to being deprived of their land and excluded from 
exercising their rights? Third, how do local people strategically resist the im-
pacts of coal mining, such as displacement to new resettlement areas and re-
duced access to land and mining resources?  

Inspired by political scientist and anthropologist James Scottʼs theoretical 
framework on the resistance of subaltern people to political power, this thesis 
examines how resistance to coal mining in the Moatize district was carried out 
by the so-called everyday forms of resistance, when the state police repressed 
open popular demonstrations against mining practices. One of the meanings 
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of everyday resistance, often discussed in anthropological literature, empha-
sises the fact that the entity being resisted is not aware of being resisted. This 
resistance is often anonymous, and the resistersʼ goal of meeting urgent needs 
such as physical security, food, land, or income in relative safety is achieved 
simply by following the line of least resistance (Scott 1985:35). For Scott, the 
practices of everyday resistance precede riots, social movements, and political 
parties. However, invisible and individual resistance can develop into more 
visible, organised, and large-scale forms.  

This thesis contributes to anthropological debates on the forms of resistance 
that people affected by neoliberal mega-projects initiate and the mechanisms 
of resistance available to them. Until the late 1950s anthropologyʼs initial ap-
proach to resistance fell within the dominant political anthropology of the time 
which emphasised the maintenance of social order and avoided questions of 
oppression and conflict. In the light of this approach, anthropologists who an-
alysed points of friction tended to describe them as the temporary release of 
social tensions. In this period, resistance was largely not analysed as a chal-
lenge to power or domination (Wright 2023). The subaltern studies school of 
thought, from which I also draw inspiration for the analysis of my ethno-
graphic material, suggested that much of the ethnographic record and early 
anthropological theorising about resistance relied too heavily on colonial and 
elite knowledge. This failed to take into account the vast majority of the 
worldʼs ordinary colonised people – the subalterns – and the ways in which 
they were not represented in most studies. Subaltern studies have attempted to 
explore the resistance of groups such as peasants and the ways in which he-
gemony was never complete in colonial societies (Wright 2023:4). 

The ethnographic approach to resistance when it comes to coal mining 
practices in Moatize is a case in point to understand the political agency of 
local residents, who demanded their land rights and compensation in a politi-
cal context of state repression. My ethnographic account of Moatize resistance 
thus also fits into what Fortun (2012) calls the ethnography of late industrial-
ism, a historical period characterised by degraded infrastructure, exhausted 
paradigms, and the incessant chatter of new media. Fortun (2012:449–450) 
argues that ethnographic resources are useful for understanding the late indus-
trial world; such resources can be considered technical and elaborate means 
of making things possible, extracting their meanings, and encouraging critical 
reflection. Pandey (2015) argues that late industrial ethnographies depict in-
teractions between mining operations and surrounding communities, empha-
sising the protests and struggles of local populations as they strive to protect 
their land rights and secure compensation for their losses. Pandey (2015) also 
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demonstrates that late industrial ethnographies differ from those of the indus-
trial era in that the latter assumed that mining projects would transform the 
lives of people in low-income countries by driving industrial growth through 
mining. 
    By studying the resistance of Moatize residents to Vale’s coal-mining prac-
tices, I am studying the response of these residents to the dominance of eco-
nomic and political power structures that exacerbate the socio-economic ine-
quality in their region. The residents’ resistance to mining practices is a way 
to challenge and undermine the same political and economic ideologies 
through alternative discourses and practices of the agency of the marginalised 
groups. In this way, this study contributes to the understanding of the agency 
of a local people, who, with the resources at their disposal, confronted a pow-
erful multinational company backed by the state in the implementation of a 
project promising development that never arrived. López (2021:67–143) 
demonstrates how the lands of Sami reindeer herders in Kiruna became una-
vailable due to extractive industries based on capitalist and colonial models 
transforming space and society, and how the herders responded to this. This 
had serious implications for their reindeer-herding ecology. I refer to this ca-
pacity for response as agency, encompassing the activation of rural social re-
lations in urban spaces, the formation of political organisations, and the crea-
tion of architectures that reject the colonial dichotomy of “settled” versus “no-
madic.” Agency, as Vorhölter (2024) states, is broadly defined as the socio-
culturally mediated capacity to act. Classically, the concept is used to analyse 
how people attempt to influence or change their life-worlds and how they act 
within or even resist powerful structures. 

1.2 Local context 
The district of Moatize10 is located in the central province of Tete, northwest 
of the province’s capital city – also called Tete, and bordered to the north by 
the districts of Tsangano and Chiúta.  To the south, Moatize is bordered by the 
district of Mutarara and the province of Manica (Guro and Tambara), to the 
east by the Republic of Malawi, and to the west by the district of Changara 
and the city of Tete (MAE 2014). According to some elders I interacted with, 
the name Moatize is related to the local environment, which was characterised 
by constant conflicts and wars in the pre-colonial era. In Moatize, the 
Nyungwe is the main ethnic group. The elders knew from their ancestorsʼ oral 

 
10 In Mozambique, according to Law 8/2003, the district is the main territorial unit of the local 
organisation of the state. Law 8/2003 establishes the principles and norms for the organisation, 
competence, and functioning of the state bodies (LOLE) in Mozambique, including the district. 
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histories that the word Moatize comes from the Nyungwe word watiza, which 
means to run away from wars. Ramos, a 74-year-old small farmer and resident 
of the Liberdade neighbourhood, told me that he had seen the town of Moatize 
grow since his childhood. He also mentioned that his great-grandfather had 
told him stories about conflicts, mainly about the occupation of land, which 
gave Moatize the name of Watiza. The people of Moatize, especially the el-
derly, believe that the Portuguese settlers changed Watiza to Moatize when 
they arrived in the region because it was easier for them to understand and 
pronounce. The Portuguese, according to Newitt (1995:42), arrived in the Tete 
region in the 16th century to pursue commercial interests in a region that, prior 
to their arrival, had been an important Swahili-Arab trading centre. 
    The district of Moatize covers an area of about 8,500 km2 and has a popu-
lation of about 344,000. The vast majority of the population is rural, around 
78%, and their main source of livelihood is agriculture and trade in agricul-
tural surpluses and fishing (MAE 2014; INE 2018). Three administrative posts 
divide the Moatize district: Kambulatsitsi, Zóbue, and Moatize. The adminis-
trative post of Kambulatsitsi has two localities, Kambulatsitsi-sede (headquar-
ters of Kambulatsistsi) and Mecungas. The Zóbue administrative post consists 
of the localities of Zóbue-sede (Zóbue headquarters), Capirindzane, and 
Nkodedzi. The administrative post of Moatize comprises the locality of 
Moatize Sede (the headquarters of Moatize), the town of Moatize, and the lo-
calities of Benga, Mʼphanzu, and Msungo (MAE 2014). 
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Figure 1: Map of Mozambique. Drawn by Paulo Covele, Geography Department, 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FLCS), Eduardo Mondlane University (UEM). 
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Figure 2: Map of the district of Moatize. Drawn by Paulo Covele. Geography Depart-
ment, FLCS, UEM. 

 
The city11 of Moatize is developed along two major axes: the N7 road – the 
main link to Tete, which serves as a connection to the administrative posts of 

 
11 The city of Moatize coincides with the municipality of the same name, which was granted 
city status by Resolution 17/2020 on 5 March. However, its residents refer to it as a town in 
their daily lives. In this thesis, I will refer to Moatize interchangeably as either a city or a town. 
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Kambulatsisi, Zóbue, the district of Tsangano, and Malawi – and the railway 
infrastructure. A network of passenger transport called chapas (minibuses) 
with 16 seats operates regularly between Moatize and Tete and between 
Moatize and Zóbue. Another form of transport considered flexible by the peo-
ple of Moatize is the motorcycle taxi. Motorcycle taxis can be found in all 
areas of the municipality of Moatize, and due to their flexibility and ease of 
ownership compared to vehicles or chapas, many young Moatize people use 
them as a means of business and livelihood. 
    There is steady flow of lorries carrying various goods along the busy N7 
road, mainly those belonging to the Indian mining company Jindal, which 
transports coal to its deposits in the so-called Bairro Primeiro de Maio,12 en 
route to the former Empresa Estatal Carbonífera de Moçambique (CARBO-
MOC, the former parastatal Mozambique Coal Company). Lorries carrying 
fuel from the port of Beira in Mozambiqueʼs central province of Sofala to 
supply neighbouring Malawi also use the N7 road. Economically, this road is 
essential for the flow and supply of agricultural products to Moatize. At the 
same time, traders of agricultural products in trucks contribute to the income 
of the municipality by paying fees for doing business locally. Trucks carrying 
food products such as maize and beans from the districts of Angónia and Tsan-
gano also supply the city of Tete. The N7 is also a migration route, with buses 
carrying passengers from Malawi to Maputo in search of better living condi-
tions in South Africa.  
    The socio-economic life of Moatize revolves around agriculture, brickmak-
ing, cattle-rearing, and sales in informal markets. In Moatize, machambas (ag-
ricultural fields) are vital also for those who are not small farmers but might 
rely on several different sources of livelihood. In the Municipal area, small 
farmers and people who consider themselves oleiros13 – “potters” who pro-
duce clay bricks, one of the main economic and income-generating activities 
in Moatize – were displaced from their customary lands.   
    Coal mining has influenced the spatial configuration of the city of Moatize, 
with its four different residential areas built following the development of coal 
mining activities. These residential areas have different characteristics, partic-
ularly the centre of Moatize, which benefits from the infrastructure built in 

 
12 Bairro Primeiro de Maio (Portuguese) means First of May Neighbourhood and is a tribute to 
the day labourers. The celebration of Workersʼ Day in Moatize is usually organised by the 
District Administration, where workers from different public and private companies, as well as 
citizens from different neighbourhoods of Moatize, go to the Praça dos Heróis – Heroes Square 
– in Moatize town to lay flowers to mark the date. 
13 Oleiro (Portuguese) means potter. However, in their daily activities, these Moatize oleiros 
only produce clay bricks. 
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colonial times by the Caminhos de Ferro de Moçambique (CFM, the Mozam-
bique Railway Company). It is also the location of the cityʼs main infrastruc-
ture, including sports facilities, such as the Moatize football pitch, and the 
municipal pitch of 25 de Setembro built by Vale as part of its social responsi-
bility. Vulcan, the company that replaced Vale, now owns a large tract of land 
within the municipality, granted by the Mozambican state, which has become 
the focus of daily disputes with Moatize residents, particularly small farmers, 
brick makers, traditional healers, and cattle breeders. 
    The central area of Moatize is also home to the CFM Health Centre (a public 
hospital), the passenger terminal of the Mozambican Railways, the headquar-
ters of the Moatize District Administration, and the headquarters of the Mu-
nicipality. The main access roads to the Municipality are also located in this 
area. According to elderly residents, the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood is 
one of the main areas in the city of Moatize. It emerged when industrial coal 
mining began in the 20th century. It is characterised by the infrastructure of 
the former state company CARBOMOC and the houses built for its workers. 
The CARBOMOC Health Centre, the first and largest health centre in the 
Moatize district, built during the Portuguese colonial period, is also located in 
this area. The road leading from this health centre to the centre of Moatize was 
rehabilitated by the 2.75%14 Mining Fund (cf. Vale Moçambique 2009). 
    The most important Moatize neighbourhood where I carried out fieldwork 
is Bairro 25 de Setembro, the date on which the national liberation war against 
Portuguese colonialism began in Mozambique, and was named in honour of 
these former fighters. Its emergence is linked to the civil war (1976–1992), 
which caused many people to leave other neighbourhoods of Moatize for the 
administrative centre, allegedly in search of safer places after the sabotage of 
the railway line in 1982 (Pantie 2006). The emergence of this neighbourhood 
predates the mining boom of the 2010s in Moatize, but my interlocutors 
pointed out that the area expanded because of Valeʼs mining activities. The 
neighbourhood benefited more from the social infrastructure such as a health 
centre, a market, and a small primary school, built alongside new houses for 
the resettlement of people displaced from the mining areas. The construction 
of these infrastructures and other mining related services also accelerated its 
growth.  

 
14 The 2.75% is the mining revenue fund that the central government, through the Ministry of 
Finance in Maputo, shares with the communities affected by the mining problem (cf. Law 
1/2013, which approved the 2013 Mozambique State Budget). In Mozambique, Law 15/2017 
amends Law 28/2014 in order to establish a specific tax regime and benefits system for mining 
activities. According to Article 39, numbers 1 and 4, gains resulting from mining activities in 
Mozambican territory are classified as capital gains and are subject to the standard tax rate of 
32%. 
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The 25 de Setembro neighbourhood is an important area in the city, its in-
frastructure having have led to remarkable development, but because the 
buildings are not maintained, they are in a state of degradation. The inside of 
the market is also not used by vendors because, according to the Municipal 
authorities, the conditions for the vendors to carry out their activities are not 
yet fully in place. At the same time, the municipal market, the main market in 
the city centre, does not have enough space to accommodate all the vendors, 
some of whom do not have stalls and sell their wares on the floor. 

A privileged social group has emerged in the 25 de Setembro neighbour-
hood, living in gated communities. This group is an exception in Moatize, 
wealthier than the majority who live in poor neighbourhoods and are deprived 
of drinking water, electricity, and other important amenities. The local elite in 
the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood own luxury apartments and have invested 
in real estate. This trend became widespread after the establishment of the 
mining companies, as residents who owned land and other property in the coal 
mining areas were able to sell them to the mining companies for huge sums 
and invested in real estate. Although this wealthy group created local eco-
nomic inequalities, they also invested in the provision of essential goods and 
services, such as water. At present, the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood offers 
a range of economic and housing opportunities for the working class, includ-
ing rental houses for mining company workers and jobs in the tourist areas 
and in the miners’ houses as night watchmen. These opportunities have 
brought in different people from both outside and inside Moatize. 
    I also carried out fieldwork in other neighbourhoods, including Chithatha, 
Bagamoio, and Liberdade. Located on the banks of the Revúbue River, 
Chithatha lacks concrete activities to promote its development, and unlike the 
25 de Setembro neighbourhood, it is characterised by precarious housing and 
a lack of relevant infrastructure. Most of the migrant poor of Moatize town 
live in the Chithatha neighbourhood. Like Chithatha, Bagamoio and 
Liberdade are areas negatively affected by coal mining. In these neighbour-
hoods, the environmental impact of open-cast mining was more evident be-
cause of their proximity to the mining areas, with the daily drama of mining 
activities, such as dust and noise pollution, characterising these neighbour-
hoods. The residents of these neighbourhoods did not benefit, at least not di-
rectly, from the mining activity in Moatize. 
    Ethnographic material from Moatize shows a process of gentrification 
through which different residential areas have experienced varying social 
gains from coal mining. While some areas have seen more infrastructural de-
velopment and greater affluence among residents, other neighbourhoods have 
been negatively affected by mining. It is in these negatively affected areas that 
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tensions are concentrated and acts of resistance against the mining company 
take place. 
  

 
Figure 3: Map of the Municipality of Moatize. Drawn by Paulo Covele. Geography 
Department, UEM, FLCS. 

 
A crucial aspect of my ethnographic fieldwork was the language I used to 
communicate with my interlocutors. I speak the national language: Portu-
guese. This is also the official language of my interlocutors in Moatize. How-
ever, the residents of Moatize often use the local Nyungwe language in their 
daily interactions, especially in informal settings such as their homes, 
machambas, cattle pastures, and brickworks. During my interactions with 
them in these settings, my field guide, who assisted in translating and inter-
preting the ethnographic material, always accompanied me. To ensure that the 
accounts of my interlocutors were fully understood, I always used field guides 
who were fluent in both Nyungwe and Portuguese. This allowed me to com-
municate with Nyungwe speakers who struggled with Portuguese.  

Despite the cultural differences between the Nyungwe and my background 
in southern Mozambique’s Changana culture, I found commonalities that 
helped me to connect with them. This facilitated my understanding of the lived 
experience of the Moatize residents. An example of these common cultural 
aspects can be seen in food preferences. There are also cultural similarities in 
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the practice of agriculture as a primary means of survival as well as in tradi-
tional housing styles. The ethnographic fieldwork consisted of interacting 
with my interviewees and observing their actions, which I then compared with 
the interviews and other ethnographic material I collected. 

What I may have missed in Nyungwe was captured by my observations and 
understanding of their practices during the 12 months I lived in Moatize. I 
acknowledge that communicating in a second language, such as Portuguese, 
may have resulted in some interlocutors not being able to express themselves 
accurately. However, this does not mean that my ethnographic fieldwork was 
undermined, as I collected ethnographic material from multiple sources. 
   A mayor, elected in the municipal elections, governs the Municipality of 
Moatize. Although Law 2/1997 on decentralisation in Mozambique (Lei de 
descentralização) refers that local authorities enjoy administrative, financial, 
and patrimonial autonomy, they are subject to administrative and financial su-
pervision by the state. A district administrator, who is appointed by the presi-
dent of the Mozambique, represents the central state in Moatize. The Moatize 
District Administration is organised into several district services. In the thesis, 
emphasis is placed on the District Administration and the District Planning 
and Infrastructure Service Unit (SDPI), which has been involved in resettle-
ment planning in the district as well as in channelling state mining funds to 
compensate communities affected by mining-related issues.   
    Law 8/2003 on Local State Organs (Lei dos órgãos Locais de Estado – 
LOLE) stipulates that districts are a higher-level state administrative body 
with more power than municipalities. However, much of the legislation en-
acted by the state in Mozambique has overlapped with that enacted at the mu-
nicipal level, as I will show in the case of Moatize. Throughout the thesis, I 
will refer to the public municipal authority as the Municipal Administration 
and the district authority as the District Administration, or central state decon-
centration body. As I have observed, although the District Administration was 
established first and has more power than the Municipal Administration, res-
idents refer to the Municipal Administration as the body that governs their 
daily lives. 

1.3 Ethnographic research in Moatize 
This thesis is based on 12 months of ethnographic field research in the district 
of Moatize, focusing on the urban area of Moatize Municipality and some lo-
calities of the district. I divided my ethnographic fieldwork into four phases: 
the first lasted one month and took place in February – March 2019; the second 
also lasted one month and took place in November – December 2020; the third 
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lasted eight months and took place between April and December 2021; and 
the fourth and final phase lasted two months and took place in January and 
March 2023. 
    I also carried out archival studies on the Tete region and mining practices 
in the Moatize district at the Arquivo Histórico de Mocambique (AHM, 
Mozambique Historical Archive) in Maputo. I used Mozambiqueʼs newspa-
pers, such as Jornal Notícias, Jornal Verdade, Savana, and Canal de 
Moçambique as sources of information on mining practices in Moatize. Infor-
mation broadcast by Mozambican television stations, such as Soico Televisão 
(STV), also served as sources of information on community demands around 
Valeʼs coal mining project in Moatize. Social media platforms also proved 
useful for gathering information; on Whatsapp and Facebook, I received sev-
eral videos from people showing different coal mining practices that endan-
gered the health of the citizens of Moatize.  
    The fieldwork consisted of participant observation, semi-structured inter-
views, and formal and informal conversations. In my interaction with the res-
idents of Moatize, I held semi-structures interviews with 105 people between 
2019 and 2023. Most of my interlocutors were subsistence farmers and 
brickmakers who had been resettled by Vale to the 25 de Setembro neighbour-
hood in the city of Moatize, as well as to the rural areas of Cateme and Mua-
ládzi (Kambulatsistsi), located 30–40 km from the city of Moatize. Since 
2019, I have interviewed and spoken informally with some 50 small farmers 
and brickmakers. 

The ethnographic study was carried out in areas under the jurisdiction of 
the Municipal Administration (the Municipality of Moatize) and in rural areas 
under the jurisdiction of the District Administration, such as Benga, Cateme, 
and Mualádzi. My emphasis, however, was on the municipality and its council 
(a decentralized and elected body) because it was in this area that the mining 
company was established and had the greatest impact on local residents. In 
addition to small farmers, brickmakers, cattle breeders, and traditional healers 
opposing Valeʼs mining activities, my interlocutors also included street ven-
dors, members of local Consultative Councils, former Companhia Car-
bonífera de Moçambique (CCM) workers employed during the colonial pe-
riod, and former CARBOMOC employees from after the countryʼs independ-
ence in 1975. In the municipal area, I included civil servants of the District 
Administration and elected representatives of the Municipality, including the 
Mayor, and the councillors of the RENAMO bench in the Moatize Municipal 
Council. I also included the representative of traditional chieftaincy, the 
Queen of Moatize. Members of four civil society organisations and some Vale 
miners I met outside the companyʼs facilities also participated as interlocutors.  
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In Mozambique, a person who practice agriculture is called camponês, 
which in English translates as peasant. The term camponês is accepted and 
used by the peasants themselves, and in the literature on the subject in Mozam-
bique, the peasants are commonly referred to as campesinato (peasantry). 
Bernstein (2010:3) argues that the term peasant typically refers to household 
farming organised for simple reproduction, specifically to provide one’s own 
food, known as subsistence. However, the term in Mozambique is a political 
category that was imposed by Frelimo after independence. The idea of a uni-
form and undifferentiated peasantry in the Mozambican context arose from 
the Frelimo project of rural socialisation, or forms of collective production. 
Although most people in this category are involved in subsistence production, 
it is also true that, due to the economic context of need in which they live, they 
use their production as a means of economic gain in informal environments, 
as I found in the district of Moatize.  I therefore use the analytical terms “small 
farmers” or “smallholders” when referring to agricultural producers in 
Moatize, and “peasants” when Frelimo refers to them as an undifferentiated 
group, even though those in Moatize produced goods for sale on a small scale 
in order to purchase products that they did not grow themselves. 

I also observed the daily life of Moatize, which was characterised by the 
demands of the small farmers and brickmakers at the Vale and then Vulcan 
company headquarters – demands for the compensation that Vale/Vulcan and 
the District Administration failed to pay after displacing them from the land 
where they lived, practised subsistence agriculture, and made bricks. I also 
directly observed coal extraction from Valeʼs mine, in the Moatize river val-
ley, a place where people cut the fence to access the water and its resources. I 
interacted with cattle breeders who grazed their livestock in the grassland 
around the Moatizeʼs river. 

Because the mining context of Moatize is a contested space where groups 
of small farmers, brickmakers, cattle breeders, and traditional healers con-
fronted the multinational company, I decided to enter the field through cases 
and events, following and analysing the discourses and practices of different 
stakeholders. Kapferer (2010) states that the exploration of events and situa-
tions through case studies has long been at the focus of anthropological eth-
nographic description. Events of conflict or tension effectively constitute what 
the Manchester School (and, before them, the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in 
Zambia) defined as significant events or practices likely to reveal the social 
and political forces engaged in the production of social life. The events that 
broke the apparent calm or routine of everyday life were the focus of Man-
chester anthropologists such as Max Gluckman (Kapferer 2010:2). They 
viewed conflict or events that manifested social and political tension not as 
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dysfunctional or pathological, but as being vital in the definition and repro-
duction of social and political relations. The state event described in Chapter 
8, involving the residents, the Mayor, and the District Administrator, provides 
an insight into the political tensions surrounding decentralisation in Moatize.  

As the opposition of the local people to both the multinational company 
and the Moatize District Administration became clear, I decided to approach 
the field from the perspective of resistance. The cases and events I followed 
showed situations of peopleʼs frustration leading them to open and semi-open 
acts of resistance against Vale and the District Administration, which, accord-
ing to my interlocutors, supported coal mining in its activities. The cases ana-
lysed were those of local people, mainly the poor, who illicitly entered the 
companyʼs property on a daily basis in search of food, medicinal products, 
and other forms of subsistence. My interactions and informal conversations 
with the various interlocutors were as important as being able to understand 
what was at stake when people protested and sabotaged Valeʼs areas in 
Moatize. 

Many cases were crucial for this thesis: the accounts of the traditional chief 
and the traditional healers of AMETRAMO; the ceremony in honour of the 
Mozambican heroes; the stories of the small farmers and the brickmakers, the 
Consultative Councils and the civil society organisations (CSOs); and the case 
of António, whose daughter fell ill and died. These cases allowed me to un-
derstand how Moatize people interacted with mining practices and how eve-
ryday acts of resistance against Vale developed in the Moatize District. I pro-
ceeded to investigate the interactions of the local people with various company 
actors, listening to and analysing their accounts. The accounts and practices 
of these actors made it possible to understand what is at stake when interacting 
or not interacting with the multinational company that shapes them in the time 
of Mozambican neoliberalism.  

Although Vale Ltd did not allow me to carry out research in their facilities, 
I was nevertheless able to interact with three miners who worked for the com-
pany. I became their friend, and one of them became my research guide and 
main informant.  

Because the Moatize context is also characterised by informal trade, I 
sought to understand how street vendors experienced interaction with Vale. I 
also interacted with some street vendors in the Bagamoio neighbourhood and 
outside the community market, where informal trade was practised. 

My starting point for fieldwork in Moatize was the neighbourhood of Baga-
moio, even when I settled in the neighbourhood of 25 de Setembro. This was 
due to the visibility of the conflicts in Bagamoio between local people and the 
company. The residents argued that the Vale areaʼs resources belonged to 
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them, and that the fence preventing them from entering was unfairly erected. 
From the Bagamoio neighbourhood, I extended fieldwork to other neighbour-
hoods of Moatize, including Chithatha and the centre of Moatize. 

Upon my arrival in Moatize in February 2019, I presented myself to the 
authorities at the provincial level. My first ethnographic access to Moatize was 
made possible with the help of a person who identified as Nyungwe, the 
firstcomers in Moatize, whom I had met during my first day of research. I 
asked him for the location of the municipality headquarters, and he directed 
me there and then to the District Administration. Because he was the first per-
son, I met in Moatize, I asked to visit his home, where he introduced his fam-
ily. After a week of him showing me around Moatize, we had developed a 
trusting relationship, and he became my field guide. And because he was 
knowledgeable about certain aspects of my research, such as traditional heal-
ers’ practices and the history of mining-related displacement and resettlement, 
he also became one of my interlocutors.  

When I returned to Moatize for the second phase of my fieldwork, I pre-
sented myself to the municipal authorities for subsequent authorisation to 
carry out my research. The Mayor of Moatize checked my fieldwork request 
and told the officials that he needed to meet me in person. Once I met with the 
Mayor, he allowed me to start the fieldwork, telling me that in the past, it was 
common for people to come to the area to collect information and then “de-
fame” the Municipality. As I understood it, the suspicious Mayor wanted my 
research to portray the Moatize Municipality in a positive light, describing it 
as a place with a promising future thanks to coal mining. However, before I 
met him, I had already heard that the local people were exposed to the negative 
effects of mining, which worsened with the arrival of the multinational mining 
companies. 

In my interactions with the small farmers and brickmakers, I found that 
some of them saw me as someone who would solve the compensation prob-
lems they had with Vale. But it was also a fact that other residents suspected 
me of being a Vale agent who wanted to register their details for another re-
settlement process without compensation. This group of residents did every-
thing they could to avoid giving any information. According to some of the 
residents, from the moment they realised that Vale would not paying the com-
pensation it owed them, they began to mistrust anyone who came to their 
neighbourhoods to carry out any kind of registration of their land, even if that 
person was carrying out academic research, as was the case with me. Although 
the Moatize authorities allowed me to conduct ethnographic research, it took 
two to three weeks for the locals to accept me as a researcher genuinely inter-
ested in them. However, I later understood the reasons for this suspicion when 
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I visited the new areas that Vale wanted to open up in Block II of the mining 
expansion areas, where the representative of the small farmers and cattle 
breeders refused to interact with me. He claimed that this could only be done 
in the presence of all the small farmers and cattle breeders whose machambas 
and cattle were inside the zone. This area had previously been fenced off by 
Vale, but the small farmers and cattle breeders refused to leave. 

During this fieldwork phase, I also met Armando, a 53-year-old resident of 
the Bagamoio neighbourhood, located near the coal mines. Armando provided 
me with extensive information about how he and his community in the Baga-
moio neighbourhood experienced the consequences of coal mining activities 
on a daily basis. He was a smallholder farmer, but he was also a mechanic and 
had a driving licence that allowed him to take his old vehicle to the neighbour-
ing districts of Moatize, where he grew food on his machambas to feed his 
family. His house was about 200 to 300 metres from the fence that Vale had 
erected to separate the mining area from the residential areas. As a result, he 
said that his house, a precarious structure made of reed and cement, suffered 
from the explosions in Vale’s mines.  

However, it was not until the third phase of fieldwork in 2021 that I made 
contact with my key interlocutor, who was also a member of one of the civil 
society organisations (CSOs) working in Moatize. Through this interlocutor, 
who also became my fieldwork guide, I had access to spaces related to gov-
ernance in Moatize, such as the Municipal and District Administrations, the 
traditional chieftaincy, and the Consultative Councils, as well as various 
CSOs.  

In 2021, when the Covid-19 pandemic was at its peak, I resorted to working 
in the field using respiratory protection and hand sanitiser to protect myself, 
even though most people in Moatize were not concerned about wearing masks 
or otherwise protecting themselves from the disease. This made me uneasy, as 
there were some situations where I had to take my mask off. During this third 
phase, from April to December 2021, I experienced the drama of water scar-
city. In Mozambique, there are two seasons: the rainy season, which typically 
lasts from November to April, and the dry season, which lasts from May to 
October. From September to December 2021, the apartment building in which 
I lived, in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood, was supplied with water by a 
national public institution, the Fundo de Investimento e Património para o 
Abastecimento de Água (FIPAG, Investment Fund for Water Supply), which 
had enormous difficulties providing its services. 

In Tete Province, the temperature remains relatively stable throughout the 
year, with only a few degrees’ difference between the seasons or between day 
and night. When I arrived, the dry season was approaching, with maximum 
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temperatures ranging from 24°C to 26°C and minimum temperatures hovering 
around 15°C. It is worth noting that the province of Tete is the hottest in the 
country, and at the time of my research, mainly between the months of Sep-
tember and December, daily temperatures reached 40°C. This time, due to 
scarcity of drinking water, the alternatives were water from (polluted) rivers 
or from private suppliers who delivered water in the early hours of the morn-
ing, requiring people to form long queues to receive the minimum amount of 
water for consumption. In daily conversations, local residents mentioned that 
the water shortage in Moatize was caused by the mining companyʼs excessive 
use of water to control the dust generated by coal mining. In addition, I ob-
served the residentsʼ access to water in the Municipality of Moatize and their 
reaction in the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood to the expropriation of part 
of the Moatize River by Vale.  

In the third phase of fieldwork, I also followed the illness and passing of a 
daughter of António, one of my interlocutors. The daughter perished after her 
father’s multiple attempts to cure her using traditional medicine as well as 
biomedical services. I describe her case in Chapter 7 as a way of understanding 
how perceptions of traditional medicine influence how people seek treatment 
in cases of illness where the biomedical services do not help. One of my in-
terlocutors took me to the headquarters of Associação dos Médicos Tradicion-
ais de Moçambique (AMETRAMO, Association of Traditional Healers of 
Mozambique). The traditional healers at AMETRAMO introduced me to the 
world of traditional medicine and explained how their association interacted 
with Vale on a daily base. As the practice of traditional medicine was both 
very common and respected in Moatize, I became a frequent visitor to their 
headquarters in Moatize. The group of traditional healers at the AME-
TRAMO headquarters were enthusiastic and willing to share their 
knowledge with me. Unlike my interactions with public authorities, where 
access required the assistance of someone well-known in Moatize, it was 
easy to reach out to AMETRAMO. They were keen to demonstrate the im-
portance of their services and skill, which were often misunderstood by cer-
tain groups in society who considered their practice as atrasado (backward) 
and supersticioso (superstitious). 

1.4 Outline of the thesis 
Following this introduction, which provides background information and out-
lines the objectives of the study, Chapter 2 presents the analytical framework 
used to analyse the ethnographic material on residents’ resistance to Valeʼs 
mining practices in Moatize. 
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In Chapter 3, I examine how state reform of land rights has affected power 
relations in Moatize. I consider residents’ perspectives on traditional land ten-
ure, followed by an analysis of chieftaincy as a political structure that Moatize 
residence legitimised for its role in interpreting customary land rights claims. 
The chapter also analyses the power relations that developed after the arrival 
of Vale, which in turn influenced the demand for land in Moatize and were 
linked to various tactics used by residents to obtain formal land titles. 

Chapter 4 analyses coal mining practices in the district of Moatize, focusing 
on residentsʼ perspectives about the former company CCM, which operated 
in Moatize during the colonial period and the first years of Mozambican inde-
pendence and was later nationalised and managed by the Mozambican state. 
This is followed by an examination of perspectives on the state mining com-
pany CARBOMOC during the period of socialist rule and on the practices of 
foreign coal multinationals—particularly on the Brazilian company Vale—
whose activities created social inequalities and human rights issues that 
prompted the local population to protest both openly and covertly. 

Chapter 5 focuses on the experiences of the resettled groups, such as small 
farmers and brickmakers. In this chapter, I also discuss the mining companyʼs 
discourses, or rhetoric of development, used to achieve the peaceful displace-
ment of people from their homes, and the machambas and brickworks that 
served as their means of survival. I then analyse the relations that have devel-
oped between the residents of Moatize, the Vale company, and the Moatize 
District Administration – relations that grown tense due to unfulfilled prom-
ises made during Vale’s project development. 

Chapter 6 examines how residents mobilised over mining and land re-
sources in Moatize. It analyses forms of mobilisation that escalated into vio-
lence and were subsequently suppressed by the police, raising the issue of hu-
man rights violations in the area. It also describes how the residents, repre-
sented by their Consultative Councils in the Municipality of Moatize and the 
localities of Benga, Mualádzi, and Cateme, demanded that their development 
needs be respected and that the 2.75% mining revenue fund be used to build 
or purchase infrastructure for them. 

Chapter 7 explores the interaction between traditional medicine practition-
ers, the state, and the mining company in Moatize. It demonstrates that the 
practice of traditional medicine is a contested space in Moatize due to a lack 
of full recognition by groups who consider themselves modernised. The chap-
ter provides insights into how the traditional healers of AMETRAMO oppose 
the mining activity that displaced of their members from the sacred lands once 
used for medicinal plants and spiritual rituals. The mining industry has also 
affected local health practices, forcing traditional healers to find innovative 
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solutions to address newly created social vulnerabilities. The mobilisation of 
ancestor spirits to combat bad coal mining practices is one such solution. 
    Chapter 8 examines the conflict of interest between the two public authori-
ties in Moatize over the transfer of the 2.75% mining revenue fund to the 
Moatize District Administration. It discusses the conflict as a struggle for min-
ing resources and power between Moatize’s Administrator and Mayor, with 
the latter using various tactics to gain recognition for his full administration 
of the Municipality, including the management of mining revenues transferred 
by the central state to the District Administration. The chapter also examines 
the annual state ceremony on 3 February to honour Mozambican heroes, 
which revealed the same conflict of interests between the two authorities. 
From this conflict, the chapter shows that local citizens seek a governance 
model aligned with their aspirations. The chapter also examines how the 
RENAMO party resists bad mining practices in the Moatize Municipal Coun-
cil and seek a more open environment of political participation. 
    Chapter 9 brings the analysis of the entire ethnographic material to the fore 
and concludes the study by combining various empirical and thematic find-
ings. It offers a general analysis of local resistance and opposition to coal min-
ing in the Moatize district, presenting the study’s principal findings and re-
flecting on broader patterns of infrapolitical resistance to Valeʼs neoliberal 
ventures amidst economic and political exclusion in Moatize. 
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Chapter 2. Analytical Framework 

To understand the ways in which the residents of Moatize resisted the mining 
practices of a powerful multinational corporation whose actions were facili-
tated by the state, I draw on the theoretical approach of everyday resistance 
developed by anthropologist and political scientist James Scott. In his ap-
proach, Scott (1990:33) argues that the everyday resistance of subaltern15 
groups is a form of political action appropriate to their subaltern status. Scott 
goes on to say that, under certain conditions, subaltern groups are likely to use 
less violent forms of political action, such as petitioning, rallying, peaceful 
marches, protest votes, strikes, and boycotts, rather than more violent forms 
of political action, such as riots, rebellions, and revolutionary movements. In 
2012, for the first time, Moatize’s residents displaced from their land by the 
mining company Vale staged open protests that led to the shutdown of Valeʼs 
operations. The police responded violently, killing some of the protesters (Hu-
man Rights Watch 2013).  

However, due to their immediate need for environmental resources, 
Moatize residents decided to violate Valeʼs land rights by entering its allo-
cated land to access the natural resources they had before Valeʼs arrival, with-
out attracting the attention of the guards or police. In this way, they unsystem-
atically opted for mechanisms of struggle that did not involve direct confron-
tation with the company. Valeʼs practices, which the locals say have harmed 
them, have become public knowledge, but critics who advocated violent ac-
tion against the company have been reluctant to identify themselves for fear 
of reprisals by the police. The residents’ struggle against the mining project 
has taken this direction since the beginning of the police repression.  

According to Scott (1990:44), social structures, state systems, cultural val-
ues, and historical practices help shape political action. Everyday forms of 
resistance are common in state-socialist forms of agriculture because such sys-
tems allow little else in the way of opposition. Through direct control of the 
means of coercion, this type of state typically precludes open protest. In 

 
15 In his studies of peasants facing hierarchical oppression, Scott describes them as either sub-
ordinates or subalterns. In this thesis, I use the term “subaltern” as it carries a more specific 
connotation tied to postcolonial theory. This highlights the voicelessness and resistance of mar-
ginalised people to power structures (see Spivak 2005). 
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Moatize, for example, informal, unrecognised smallholder associations led the 
political struggle against the expropriation of smallholders’ land and the lack 
of compensation. Because the District Administration did not officially rec-
ognise these associations, they were often not given the importance they de-
served, and their concerns were not addressed.  
   According to Mozambiqueʼs Republican Constitution, all Mozambican cit-
izens, including those in Moatize, have political freedom and the right to form 
associations. However, there are risks and difficulties in putting this into prac-
tice due to the political regimes in power (cf. Scott 1990). The case of Moatize 
falls under the category of semi-authoritarian regimes, as described by Otta-
way (2003:3–5). Such regimes combine rhetorical acceptance of democracy, 
the existence of some formal democratic institutions, and respect for a limited 
range of civil and political liberties. However, they essentially exhibit illiberal 
or even authoritarian characteristics. These conditions, which are unfavoura-
ble to both genuine democracy and overt authoritarianism, increase the pro-
spects for the spread of semi-authoritarianism. The fact that Moatize’s politi-
cal authority has these characteristics meant that its residents could not find 
space for open demonstration against the mining practices that threatened their 
survival; the political authority denied residents their political right to demon-
strate or strike in accordance with the law. 

2.1 Everyday resistance 
Residents of Moatize pointed out that open protest movements were usually 
not tolerated when organised by informal groups over which the local govern-
ment had no control. However, the District Administration allowed open pro-
tests if organised by officially registered organisations. This included some 
national NGOs that have not been outspoken in their criticism of extractive 
practices harming local people. Scott (1990:51) argues that everyday forms of 
resistance are marginal practices, not openly declared in the usual sense of 
politics. These practices are unsystematic and individual, opportunistic and 
self-indulgent; they have no revolutionary consequences, and their logic is ac-
commodation to the structure of domination. Some residents of Moatize said 
they were forced to take this form of resistance because open forms of re-
sistance were repressed by the police and Valeʼs security guards. 

Because of poor political relations between the residents and the state, 
which facilitated Valeʼs mining practices through police repression of open 
acts of resistance, much of the political life of the subaltern groups in Moatize 
was not found in open forms of resistance, nor in compliance with the acts of 
mining exploitation imposed by Vale. Resistance was sometimes found in 
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overt forms of resistance but more often in covert forms of resistance (cf. Scott 
1990:36). 

Scott (1985) shows how although people from below engage in practices 
of resistance not necessarily recognised as political expression, their actions 
can still undermine political power when these unrecognised acts develop into 
an overt form of protest (cf. Johansson Vinthagen 2020). Despite being pow-
erless against the Vale multinational company, the people of Moatize resisted 
displacement from their customary lands and forest resources through less vi-
olent means, organizing meetings with Vale and the District Administration 
to discuss unresolved compensation issues and circulating messages from un-
known people criticising Valeʼs negative environmental practices. They also 
sent letters to various government authorities denouncing the pollution in 
Moatize, and they cut border fences to secretly access to Valeʼs land to gather 
resources such as medicinal plants and firewood. 

Much of the ordinary politics of subaltern groups have historically been a 
politics of dissimulation, in which both the symbols and practices of resistance 
have been veiled (Scott 1990:198). Such forms of struggle are best suited to 
those areas of conflict where problems of control and surveillance by the au-
thorities are greatest (Scott 1989:52–53). Scott (1990:53–55) suggests that 
perhaps the most striking feature of ordinary resistance by oppressed groups 
is the pervasive use of disguise. Those who engage in everyday resistance find 
the claim or demand they are resisting unjust, and yet they are intimidated by 
the fear of retaliation from any open, public protest against that injustice. Scott 
goes on to argue that it is the sense of injustice that is responsible for the tacit 
cooperation that develops among the resisters. Because everyday forms of re-
sistance take place in dangerous circumstances, resisters hope that their ac-
tions will go unnoticed or be overlooked. In Moatize, residents described their 
practices as a way to express their discontent without making their voices 
heard in public or resorting to open protest, which would be immediately re-
pressed by the police. At least, as the residents said, by entering Valeʼs land, 
they could meet their daily needs. Those who entered this land, especially dur-
ing the day, usually did so individually so as to evade the guards, and if they 
went in groups, they did so scattered.  

Scott (1985:32–33) notes that the claims of subaltern people in their prac-
tices of everyday forms of resistance are about immediate, factual gains. In-
deed, the residents of Moatize have shown that their struggle with Vale and 
the local state administration was more about survival. The immediate benefits 
for locals in Moatize were, for example, the ability to obtain firewood and 
essential green leaves when they entered the Valeʼs land without being caught. 
Scott argues that the everyday practices of subaltern groups, such as evasion 
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or theft, are not always what they seem but point to something deeper: they 
are acts of resistance. Subaltern people, subjected to a process of systematic 
dispossession, act to undermine this dispossession through evasion or covert 
theft. In these actions, resisters rarely intended to start a revolution, and their 
actions do not openly challenge existing power structures. It is also very rare 
that the perpetrators of these petty acts seek to draw attention to themselves. 
Their safety lies in their anonymity (Scott 1990:51).  

The form of resistance depends on the form of power, Scott (1989:51) ar-
gues, because power relations are crucial in limiting the forms of resistance 
available to powerless groups. In the case of Moatize, it is necessary to high-
light the repressive nature of the police authorities, who prevent any form of 
resident self-organisation that would formally confront the multinational min-
ing company about its practices. It is therefore convenient, as Scott (1989:34) 
argues, for subaltern groups to opt for everyday practices of resistance rather 
than more open forms of political conflict. He gives an example where one 
sphere is the silent and fragmented process by which peasant squatters or 
poachers raid plantations and state forest land; the other is a public invasion 
of property that openly challenges property relations. Each action aims to re-
distribute control over property; the first seeks tacit and de facto gains, the 
second formal and de jure recognition of these gains. The peasants and poach-
ers opt for the silent, fragmented invasion process because they know that a 
public or open invasion is likely to be met with armed force and bloodshed.  
    Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) expand Scottʼs understanding to demon-
strate that resistance involves specific actions in particular contexts. They ar-
gue that, like any other acts, resistance acts are performed by someone – all 
acts have actors and depend on some form of agency (Vinthagen and Johans-
son 2013:36). Resistance is not an inherent attribute of the subaltern subject; 
instead of originating within the subject, it arises from the combination of sub-
jectivity, context, and interaction. 
    As Johansson and Vinthagen (2020:28) argue, everyday resistance can oc-
cur before, during, or after dramatic resistance events. It is also carried out 
in situations and contexts where open resistance is not an option, yet re-
sistance to power is still perceived as motivated. Furthermore, everyday re-
sistance can oppose multiple powers simultaneously (Johansson and Vintha-
gen, 2020:70–71). 

The perspectives of Vinthagen and Johansson (2013) and Johansson and 
Vinthagen (2020) enable me to analyse the additional levels of resistance that 
have emerged in the context of political decentralisation in the Municipality 
of Moatize. On the one hand, there is RENAMO, which as a political party 
has fought against the fact that Frelimo, the ruling party, governs as if it were 
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the only party in the Municipal Council. On the other hand, the Municipal 
Administration is against the District Administration having too much power 
within the municipal jurisdiction area. Driven on the one hand by its political 
agency, which has been challenged by the District Administration, the Munic-
ipality has tried to assert its power by not complying with the norms estab-
lished by the decentralisation law. The daily discourse of the residents, who 
believed that the municipal governance suited their everyday problems, 
fuelled the Municipal Administrationʼs opposition to the District Administra-
tion. On the other hand, through its political agency, RENAMO sought both 
to participate in resolving problems caused by mining practices within the 
Municipal Council and to influence legislation protecting residents from bad 
mining practices. 

2.2 Everyday resistance as infrapolitics 
In his works (1985, 1989, 1990), Scott analyses informal and unorganised re-
sistance, which he also calls infrapolitics (or invisible politics). Scott thus re-
fers to all of the abovementioned forms of everyday resistance as infrapolitics. 
The concept itself, as Scott (1990:183–184) points out, seems an appropriate 
shorthand to convey the idea of a low-profile area of political struggle. In-
frapolitics refers to a wide variety of subtle, almost imperceptible forms of 
grassroots resistance, which are nevertheless significant for political life. In-
frapolitics is thus one way of doing politics in a society where open demon-
stratations are prohibited by the dominant political power. 

Scott (1990:xii) argues that all subaltern groups create from their ordeal a 
hidden transcript that represents a critique of power spoken behind its back. 
Scott distinguishes between hidden and public transcripts, describing the pub-
lic transcript as an open interaction between subaltern people and the domi-
nant power (Scott 1990:2). In Moatize, for example, when the District Admin-
istration met with officials to discuss mining issues, they showed deference to 
their superiors when speaking about mining practices. However, in private 
settings, outside the domain of their bosses, public and private employees 
tended to criticise mining practices, admitting they were harmful to the people 
of Moatize. Hidden transcripts (Scott 1990:136), on the other hand, are dis-
courses that take place “off stage,” beyond the direct observation of those in 
power. They consist of those grumblings, rumours, gossip, disguises, linguis-
tic tricks, metaphors, euphemisms, folk tales, ritual gestures, anonymity ges-
tures, and practices that confirm, contradict, or inflect what appears in the 
public transcript. Moatize residents, as well as some state workers restricted 
from speaking out due to direct observation by their superiors, found private 
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spaces where they could express their dissatisfaction with mining practices. 
The same discourses also occurred between people who knew and trusted each 
other, often in the form of gossip for fear that others might reveal to their 
superiors what was said  

Hidden transcripts may in turn be divided into those that disguise the mes-
sage and those that disguise the messenger, who thus avoids retaliation by 
those in power (Scott 1990: 4–5, 136–140). In Moatize’s environment of po-
lice repression, there have been various examples of hidden transcripts, of res-
idents not publicly disagreeing with the dominant political discourse for fear 
of reprisals. But in their daily lives, they took actions that demonstrated that 
they were not, in fact, in favour of Valeʼs mining practices. For example, res-
idents pointed to the role of social media platforms such as Facebook and 
WhatsApp, on which many videos circulated showing Valeʼs mines near their 
homes and the pollution they cause. However, there was a concern that the 
person who first recorded and circulated the images should not be identified. 

In Scottʼs (1990:199–201) argument, infrapolitics is essentially the strate-
gic form that the resistance of subjects must assume under conditions of great 
peril. It serves to some extent as a means of constant pressure, testing and 
probing the limits of the permissible. Infrapolitics is the building block for 
more elaborate institutionalised political action, which could not exist without 
it. Infrapolitics follows a logic of concealment that extends to its organisation 
as well as its content. The organisational form of infrapolitics is as much a 
product of political necessity as of political choice. In Moatize, since overt 
political activity was largely prohibited, infrapolitical resistance was confined 
to informal networks of relatives, neighbours, friends, and community (cf. 
Scott 1990:201). This cooperation was evident in the fact that the people who 
lived nearby did not denounce those who entered Vale’s land. In this way, 
nearby residents had a kind of tacit cooperation with others who violated 
Valeʼs land rights. 

In situations where the guards or police became aware that Valeʼs trespass-
ers had left traces of their presence, the first people to be questioned were 
those from the nearest communities – but they never knew who the trespassers 
were. This is compatible with what Scott (1990:200–201) argues when he says 
that in infrapolitical resistance, there are no leaders to encircle, no membership 
lists to investigate, no manifestos to denounce, no public activities to draw 
attention to. Infrapolitical acts of resistance can be seen as more elementary 
forms of political life on which more elaborate, overt institutional forms can 
be built. Each of the forms of disguised resistance, of infrapolitics, is the silent 
partner of a loud form of public resistance. Thus, piecemeal squatting is the 
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infrapolitical equivalent of an open land invasion: both are aimed at resisting 
the appropriation of land.  

Infrapolitical resistance in Moatize was also carried out by practitioners of 
traditional medicine, who claimed to use invisible ancestral spirits to attack 
and paralyse miners who operated excavators in areas once important for tra-
ditional practices. Scott (1990:138–140) argues that subaltern groups have 
also developed a large arsenal of spirit world techniques that serve to protect 
their identity while facilitating open criticism, threats, and attacks. Scott 
(1990:141) further argues that the weaponisation of the spirit world is com-
mon in many societies, where it represents an almost clandestine form of pro-
test by marginalised and oppressed groups for whom any open protest would 
be extremely dangerous. Witchcraft is in many ways the classic recourse of 
vulnerable subaltern groups with little or no safe or open means of challenging 
a form of domination that irritates them (Scott 1990:144).  

A comparison can be made between Scott’s idea of everyday resistance 
tactics and the idea of tactics as developed by de Certeau. While Scott de-
scribes hidden transcripts and infrapolitics from an anthropological and polit-
ical science perspective, de Certeau looks at creative practices of tactics in 
liberal-democratic contexts from a cultural studies perspective (Johansson and 
Vinthagen 2020:33). De Certeau (1984:37–55) describes how “a tactic is an 
art of the weak, determined by the absence of a proper locus as a maneuver 
‘within the enemy’s field of vision.” As Johansson and Vinthagen (2020) point 
out, de Certeau solves one of Scottʼs main problems – that of his privileged 
(class antagonistic) intention – by focusing on tactics as a practical, creative 
way of acting. 

In this thesis, the concept of tactics is employed to synthesise the perspec-
tives of Scott and de Certeau, who both argue that everyday resistance in-
volves the small scale, less visible actions of subaltern groups (Johansson and 
Vinthagen 2020:33). The resistance of Moatize’s residents shows their crea-
tivity in inventing tactics used as mechanisms of infrapolitical resistance 
against a powerful state-backed mining company. Examples ranged from res-
idents circumventing Vale’s land expropriation strategies – using tactics for 
economic gain on disputed land by exploiting loopholes in Lei de Terra 
19/1997 – Land Law 19/1997 – to the mayor and his supporters employing 
resistance tactics to assert full municipal control over the mining resources 
managed by the District Administration. 
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2.3 Conclusion 
The residents of Moatize used infrapolitical means to fight the political and 
economic order that dispossessed them of their livelihood and marginalised 
them. With the advent of the new hegemonic order of the market economy, 
characterised by mining development projects, further social inequalities were 
produced. The residentsʼ use of infrapolitical means to fight against the pow-
erful Vale company was favoured by Mozambican state, which supported 
Valeʼs mining practices and employed repressive measures to enforce them. 

Key concepts such as tactics as the weapon of the weak (Scott 1985, 1990) 
and tactics as the art of the weak (de Certeau 1984) support an understanding 
of how the people of Moatize have confronted the Vale mining company and 
the District Administration without resorting to formal political action against 
them. The concept of tactics in the thesis shows how, in a context of coercion 
and repression that limits open protest, subaltern groups can exercise their 
agency and assert their interests in relation to powerful actors. The same tac-
tics reflected the creativity of the residents themselves, exercised in response 
to the strategies of a multinational coal company primarily interested in eco-
nomic gains, while the residents cried out against the degradation of their so-
cio-economic life. 

Scottʼs approach to everyday resistance offers a framework for analysing 
the practices and discourses of Moatize residents as they took low-profile po-
litical action against Vale and the District Administration. Because the resi-
dents confronted powerful actors who relied on the police and private guards 
to prevent overt acts of resistance, the residents resisted through a variety of 
tactics designed to disguise the actors and protect the practitioners and organ-
isers from identification. In this way, the people of Moatize relied on the 
means at their disposal to fight powerful private and public bodies. The use of 
these low-profile forms of political resistance (infrapolitics) does not mean 
that the residents were unfamiliar with classic forms of political struggle, but 
rather that only the camouflaged forms of resistance could bring material 
gains. The power relations and the nature of the political regime in Moatize 
conditioned overt resistance, pushing the residents towards the infrapolitical 
forms of resistance that Scott (1985, 1989 and 1990) describes. Because overt 
resistance was dangerous and subsequently not an option, local people demon-
strated their creativity to develop tactics that allowed them to make gains in 
the dangerous terrain of resistance that characterised Moatize. 
    The field of everyday, infrapolitical resistance developed by Scott makes it 
possible to explain how, in a context of police repression, people still manage 
to express discontent that could not otherwise be made public through open 
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protests. In this way, the residents of Moatize used their agency, through pow-
erless means, to fight against a hegemonic political power, which they be-
lieved was responsible for their exclusion from the sharing of mining re-
sources and the dispossession of their customary lands. 
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Chapter 3. State, Chieftaincy, and Land Tenure 
in Moatize 

In this chapter, I examine how state reforms and land rights legislation have 
affected power relations in Moatize, influencing the residents’ struggle with 
the mining industry over land. I begin with a focus on customary land tenure 
and how residents produced discourses related to this model to legitimise their 
land tenure. Customary land rights are commonplace and legitimised in prac-
tice by residents because their land was acquired under the customary tenure 
system. In the chapter a relationship is established between the traditional 
form of land tenure and the model in which the state granted land to foreign 
investors, such as the mining company Vale, and how foreign investors have 
come to influence local patterns of access to land. The implementation of 
Valeʼs mining project, which involved the displacement and resettlement of 
the residents of Moatize, ended up depriving them of the power to control their 
customary lands. As I will show, these same people have resisted some of the 
investors’ land expropriation practices, using tactics that have worked to their 
advantage both on the ground and in court through loopholes created by the 
new Land Law 19/1997, which also allowed Vale to usurp customary land. 
    In order to demonstrate the relationship between the state, chieftaincy, and 
land tenure, and how this relationship has influenced the power relations be-
tween Moatize residents, I begin by describing the customary land tenure prac-
tices of Moatize and how these were reinforced by the chieftaincy, the tradi-
tional landowner of Moatize. I then offer an analysis of how land tenure and 
chieftaincy have changed because of the state’s interest in foreign mining in-
vestment, which has led it to reform land and mining laws. I go on to analyse 
attempts to incorporate the traditional chieftaincy into the Municipal Admin-
istration of Moatize to contain open resistance of the residents backed by the 
traditional chieftaincy. Finally, I discuss how the relationship between cus-
tomary land, postcolonial land laws, and coal mining practices have given 
power to Vale mining company in Moatize. 
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3.1 Customary tenure practices 
Accounts and practices of customary land tenure in Moatize show how resi-
dents’ land rights were linked to the chieftaincy. Having acquired land from 
the chief, residents developed a territorial identity symbolised by the different 
artefacts and biodiversity it contained. They described land tenure as tradi-
tionally linked to the control of communal land resources, which did not ex-
clude private interests. Traditional land tenure in Moatize took on specific 
characteristics during the colonial management system. The elders of Moatize 
in particular were able to describe and explain the origins of traditional land 
tenure as well as the role of the chieftaincy in land governance. Their descrip-
tions show how residents occupied their territories according to customary 
land rights and explains how they see formal land titling as a way of dispos-
sessing them from their customary land. 
    Zacarias, an elderly 81-year-old with several machambas was born in 
Moatize. He told me how he gained his land, noting that any transfer had to 
be followed by traditional ceremonies. He put it this way: 
 

I was born here in Tete Province in the 1940s and moved to Moatize District in the 
1960s. When I arrived here, the local chiefs gave me the land, and I did not have to pay 
a penny. What grew in the forests was for the benefit of all, and access to the goods that 
the forests gave us was not denied. Today I see with great sadness how I am prevented 
from entering forests that were ours and are being sold to others. 

 
Accounts like Zacariasʼs are very common in Moatize. Local people often 
talked about the past as a time when they had access to the forests, resulting 
in fewer conflicts over environmental resources. In Moatize, the once-public 
assets of coal, forests, and water resources were privatised, primarily benefit-
ing Vale. The case of Moatize shows that the creation of enclosures in public 
areas for the benefit of mining exploitation deprived the local population of 
access to common goods, and that capitalist interests in private property de-
prived citizens of the right to use them. To gain access to these places, which 
were important for their survival, residents used tactics that allowed them to 
access and benefit from their resources. This is a demonstration of resistance 
against the expropriation of their customary lands and environmental re-
sources by private interests (cf. Scott 1990). 
    I interacted frequently with Xavier, an elder of 71-years-old, born and still 
living in Moatize. Xavier lived during the colonial period and was knowledge-
able about Moatize history and Nyungwe culture, and I was able to use much 
of his knowledge to understand Moatize socio-cultural life during the colonial 
and post-independence periods. Interactions with him always took place at the 
headquarters of the Moatize neighbourhoods, which is also the headquarters 
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of several Moatize civil society organisations. Xavier was a pastor in a 
Protestant church in the Moatize city; as a child during the colonial period, he 
completed fourth grade, the highest level of education that indigenous Afri-
cans like him could achieve. Xavier told me that his birth was registered by 
régulo (chief) Spanela, who was the traditional chief of the Moatize lands dur-
ing the colonial period between 1950 and 1965. Xavier said that after com-
pleting fourth grade in the 1970s, he got a job as a mechanic with the former 
Mozambican Coal Company (CCM). After independence, he continued to 
work for the same company, which was nationalised and became CARBO-
MOC (the state-owned Mozambican Coal Company). His relationship with 
CARBOMOC ended in the 1990s when the company closed due to the civil 
war that ravaged the district of Moatize. For the termination of his job, he 
received compensation. 
    The power of the régulo Spanela in Moatize cannot be seen in isolation. It 
must be seen in the context of Portuguese colonisation, which established a 
system of rural administration to regulate the imposition of colonial rule in 
Mozambique, and the integration of the local peasantry into the world market 
as producers of staple commodities for colonial industry (Isaacman et al. 1980; 
OʼLaughlin 2002). According to Xavier, régulo Spanela protected the popu-
lation of Moatize from the lion spirits that possessed him. Spanela worked 
closely with the Portuguese local authorities, and he had the role of registering 
the locals to obtain the caderneta do indígena (the indigenous identification 
document) for them. When people from outside Moatize wanted to settle in 
the lands of Moatize, they had to ask régulo Spanela. He, in turn, informed the 
espíritos de leão (lion spirits) that there was a new person requesting land and 
residence in Moatize. As a rule, the land given to the new member already had 
a local holder, but because régulo Spanela was in charge, locals would always 
agree to receive newcomers to Moatize. 
    After this process, the régulo Spanela, through the spirit of the lion, gave 
the newcomer a piece of land to live on and a machamba to cultivate, with the 
guarantee of protection in the community. The allotment of land to live on and 
to practice agriculture did not involve any financial cost for the newcomer, but 
once he had settled and reaped his first harvest in the lands of the régulo Span-
ela, he was obliged to make a drink called pombe, malamba, or mapira (sor-
ghum). The newcomer would then organise a Malombo ritual where the 
pombe drink was consumed. The ritual involved the régulo, the lion spirits 
embodied in him, and the members of the community to give thanks for the 
granting of land in that area. The person who gave the land to the newcomer, 
was also given the pombe drink as a show of gratitude. From the moment that 
the newcomer performed the ritual, he or she belonged to the community, and 
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it was considered his home. In the Nyungwe tradition, not only lion spirits but 
also monkey and leopard spirits were included. The animal spirits involved in 
the Malombo ritual were sacred and were not to be killed, unlike animals such 
as the hyena, which was considered demonic. 
    The attendance of the sacred animals played a key role when community 
members migrated on foot to neighbouring countries, such as Malawi, Zam-
bia, and Zimbabwe, in search of better living conditions. During these migra-
tions, the sacred animals protected the migrants. First, it was compulsory for 
migrants to say goodbye to the régulo and to buy something to offer to him as 
chief of the land, such as tobacco. He then protected the migrants by sending 
with them the spirits of the lion, monkey, and leopard, which were the main 
animals the migrants encountered in the bush. The company of these spirits 
protected them from attack by other animals on their journey.  
    Xavier told me how, during the journeys of the migrants, there were situa-
tions in which animals such as gazelles passed in front of the migrants. This 
was seen to be the régulo Spanela himself, or the spirits of the protective ani-
mals that accompanied the migrants. When the spirits crossed paths with other 
similar animals, such as the lion, the latter was informed by the lion spirit that 
the migrants should not be attacked. The migrants, when they returned to their 
lands in Moatize, also had to visit the régulo to thank him with an offering of 
a white cloth and tobacco, which was rubbed into the eyes of the régulo. Sym-
bolising the power of the lion, white cloth was also used in the Malombo cer-
emony, when the person possessed by the lion spirits wore white clothes and 
used traditional tobacco. Therefore, any kind of thanks given to the régulo 
Spanela and his lion spirits included white cloth. The white cloth was only 
used by those possessed by the spirits during ceremonies and was taken off as 
soon as the ceremony was over. The tobacco, when rubbed in the eyes of the 
régulo, allowed him to foresee what would happen in any matter involving 
lion spirits. The model of land management described above allowed the res-
idents of Moatize to continue using the land in a traditional way in the midst 
of the bifurcated colonial systems of governance, with citizens governed by 
law in urban areas and by custom in rural areas (Mamdani 1996; Buur and 
Kyed 2007).  
    At present, land is no longer allocated in the way Xavier described above 
because the state has interfered with the traditional model of land tenure 
through the State Land Law. The land authorities in Moatize usually give out 
DUAT16 plots of land 15 metres long and 30 metres wide (450 square metres). 
However, residents have machambas within their customary land that are not 
demarcated, meaning these machambas can be smaller or larger than 450 

 
16 DUAT is the issuance of a Land Right Use Title – Direito de Uso e Aproveitamento de Terra. 
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square metres. Land Law 19/1997 states that all citizens in Mozambique, re-
gardless of gender, have the right to access land, but the case of Moatize shows 
that due to aspects related to patrilineal society, womenʼs land rights depend 
on menʼs rights. I found many cases in Moatize where women had inherited 
DUAT tittles from their parents or deceased husbands. But I also found situa-
tions where they managed to negotiate with customary holders to transfer 
DUAT titles to them. 
    Residents reported that there was no land in Moatize that did not have a 
holder who was linked to traditional tenure system. Francisca, a 65-year-old 
smallholder, told me the following: 

 
Here in Tete today, it is very important to know the régulos of certain regions, as they 
are the ones who know the traditional landholders. According to tradition, the régulo is 
the person who is in charge of the land of the ancestors. Even if a régulo is dead, it is 
necessary to know who his “living representatives” are (sons and daughters, grandchil-
dren, nephews…). 

     
In practice, there is no land in Moatize that does not have a holder, as these 
holders are the spirits of the ancestors who are linked to the land through the 
régulo. Anyone working the land must first be accountable to the spirits by 
making offerings and sacrifices to satisfy them and obtain permission to work 
the land. This is done through ceremonies led by those in charge of the land 
(régulo, elders, and direct relatives of the spiritual holders). Negotiations are 
necessary every time a piece of land is transferred to another holder, as the 
residents say that expropriating the land without paying the spirits their due 
will bring great misfortune, which can lead to death. Whether one is planting 
or building, permission must first be obtained from the spirits who own the 
land. 
    However, in the case of land management, where the customary tenure sys-
tem and the legal system of the state prevail in the management of the forests, 
it is because, as the residents of Moatize said, of the material need for the 
resources that exist there and that guarantee their survival. Although the state, 
through Lei 17/2023 de protecção, conservação e uso dos recursos naturais, 
Law 17/2023 on the protection, conservation and use of natural resources (ar-
ticle 6, affirms that the natural and forest resources present throughout the 
national territory are its property, in Moatize these forests are imbued with 
socio-cultural meanings linked to a spiritual world that cannot be neglected.  
    For example, Lei 10/99 dos recursos florestais e faunísticos – Law 10/99 
on forest and wildlife resources, which established the basic principles and 
standards for the protection, conservation, and sustainable use of forest re-
sources, and which has since been repealed, stated in article 13 that forest and 
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wildlife resources in their areas could be used in accordance with the custom-
ary practices of the respective communities. This is a clear indication that cus-
tomary law and state legislation once co-existed and gave importance to the 
customary system of forest management. It was under Law 10/99 that the mul-
tinational Vale established itself and began operating in Moatize, where it had 
to respect the same model of forest management. While Law 10/99 was still 
in use, the state-owned areas became the private property of foreign coal mul-
tinationals, with Vale at the forefront. 
    The creation of enclosures in once-forested areas for the purpose of mining 
exploitation has deprived the local population of their livelihoods and gener-
ated resentment. This is seen as one of the reasons why the local population is 
resisting the companyʼs mining practices. Noticeably, in the larger district of 
Moatize, the model of unrestricted access to forests where people collect re-
sources such as firewood and medicinal plants still prevails outside the mining 
areas.  

3.2 Chieftaincy in change 
After Mozambique gained independence in 1975, the state delegitimised 
chieftaincy because it had collaborated with the Portuguese colonial system 
through the régulos, who administered the rural population. The chieftaincy 
was also viewed as outdated and anti-modern by Mozambiqueʼs new state, 
which aimed to rapidly build a modern socialist society (Buur and Kyed 
2007:109). 
    The Frelimo government passed a new land law, Lei de terra 6/1979 – Law 
6/1979 the first of its kind in post-colonial Mozambique. This law recognised 
that land belonged to the state and, above all, to the workers and peasants 
under a form of government based on the principles of socialism. It defined 
the conditions for land use in Mozambique and gave concrete form to the con-
stitutional principle that land is the property of the state, which citizens have 
the right to use and benefit from it. However, it limited private ownership of 
land in the country. Land Law 6/1979 also served the interests of the new 
socialist Frelimo government, as it supported the implementation plan of a 
socialist society based on the socialização de campo (socialisation of the 
countryside) and aldeias comunais (communal villages). The Frelimo govern-
ment created the grupos dinamizadores (dynamising groups) in the gap left by 
the traditional authorities. These took over many of the functions previously 
performed by the traditional authorities, such as managing social issues, me-
diating conflicts, policing, administering, and regulating. Created with the aim 
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of consistently supporting Frelimo in the implementation of its socialist gov-
ernance plan (Meneses 2009:26), the dynamising groups led to a change in the 
power dynamics of the community after the delegitimisation of traditional au-
thorities. Peasants and chiefs in the rural areas of Mozambique were con-
fronted with a new form of territory of communal villages that have remained 
in their traditional lands. However, the chieftaincy system reinvented itself 
and survived despite its delegitimisation. In rural areas where people were 
dissatisfied with Frelimoʼs policies and where the state administration did not 
reach, the chieftaincy continued its model of political governance.  
    During the civil war, RENAMO capitalised on the dissatisfaction of the 
countryʼs traditional authorities, using the traditional institution as an ally in 
both rhetoric and practice. RENAMOʼs military strategy was also designed to 
rely on the role of supernatural powers and the use of traditional religious 
symbols to attract local populations (Honwana 2002). RENAMO formed alli-
ances with the traditional authorities, known as régulos, and with traditional 
religious authorities, including diviners, traditional medicine practitioners, 
spiritual mediums, and prophets, who were consulted for important decisions, 
including military matters. The traditional authorities provided spiritual pro-
tection to RENAMO camps against government army incursions, rendering 
them “invisible” to Frelimo soldiers. RENAMO fighters were also given guid-
ance on the location of government troops, as well as on where they should 
and should not fight, in order to avoid disturbing spirits and sacred places. The 
traditional medicine practitioners also led the fighters on long walks through 
the forest and performed rituals to boost their morale and make them bullet-
proof (Honwana 2002:189). 
    My ethnographic material suggests that although RENAMO is blamed for 
the destruction of much of the economic infrastructure during the civil war, it 
has always had the support of traditional leaders, even after the war ended. 
Although RENAMO was established as a political party and became part of 
the democratic process in Moatize, with political representation in the Munic-
ipal Council, it did not have a clear political agenda when it was created. Ac-
cording to Tavuyanago (2011), the primary goal of RENAMOʼs civil war, 
particularly from 1981 onwards, when its supporters shifted their allegiance 
from Ian Smithʼs Southern Rhodesia to South Africaʼs apartheid regime, was 
to weaken the Mozambican economy and erode public support for the Frelimo 
government. Tavuyanago (2011:43–44) also states that the movement in-
creased its activity levels by extending its operational areas from the central 
provinces of Tete, Sofala, and Manica to the traditional Frelimo strongholds 
of Gaza and Zambezia. The movement focused on economic and social desta-
bilisation, which included destroying transport networks, schools, and health 
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facilities and disrupting peopleʼs lives in general. The conflict turned into a 
brutal civil war with devastating consequences and involved the rape, murder, 
and mutilation of both the living and the dead. Both sides participated in the 
killings, with RENAMO employing brutal tactics and the Frelimo government 
resorting to using youth militias to attack RENAMO supporters.   
    Daniel, a 70-year-old retired teacher who lived in Primeiro de Maio neigh-
bourhood, explained the following: 

 
During the civil war between Frelimo and RENAMO, RENAMO soldiers kidnapped 
me along with the traditional chiefs who called themselves the chiefs of our lands. In 
the military bases, while ordinary girls or young people not linked to traditional power 
were forced to marry or have sexual relations with RENAMO soldiers, traditional lead-
ers were protected and seen as allies, providing vital information to RENAMO struc-
tures. 

 
Because the chieftaincy as a traditional power structure enjoyed a great deal 
of popular support in Moatize, it also influenced the local population as a sup-
port base for RENAMO. The lawʼs recognition of traditional authorities and 
their integration into the local administration system was intended to reduce 
this influence of RENAMO. 
    In the transition from a socialist to a multi-party political system, the 
Frelimo government reinstated the chieftaincy as a strategy to regulate and 
control the rural areas and landscapes under its jurisdiction. The Decreto 
15/2000 sobre a articulação dos órgãos locais do Estado com as autoridades 
comunitárias – Decree 15/2000 on the coordination of local government or-
gans with community authorities –  was the first post-war decentralisation pol-
icy for rural areas and is part of a wider project of post-conflict nation-state 
formation (Kyed and Buur 2006). When the Frelimo government again recog-
nised the power of these authorities, they were expected to function as both 
community representatives and assistants of the state, while the Mozambican 
state recognised them under the term “community authorities” (Buur and 
Kyed 2007).  
    Contrary to the expectations of modernist theorists who argued that the tra-
ditional chieftaincy would disappear and be replaced by modern institutions 
of governance, chieftaincy has once again dominated the process of political 
participation (cf. Kleist 2011). It has not presented an obstacle to development 
(or an obstacle to build a modernised society) and, when its potential is har-
nessed, it has become compatible with the development agenda in a demo-
cratic context. As a post-colonial political institution, chieftaincy, even after 
being delegitimised by the new post-independence powers, has resisted and 
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demonstrated its relevance in the field of governance and has been reinte-
grated into the governance process of the modern state. This shows how a 
traditional leadership structure can reinvent itself into the governance model 
of the modern state. In Moatize, chieftaincy has played a dominant role in the 
socio-political life of the residents, with the current Queen Ana Paula Spanela 
acting both as a “traditional” chief and as a “Frelimo representative.”  

3.3 Changing customary tenure practices  
In reformulating land tenure rights, the newly adopted Land Law 19/1997still 
emphasised the importance of customary law as one of the principles to be 
taken into account for the right to use land in Mozambique. The land law came 
about because the Mozambican state was aware that the majority of Mozam-
bicans living in rural areas had acquired the right to use land through custom-
ary law.  
    In Moatize, local people and the local state administration legitimise the 
chieftaincy and customary land tenure, although land is legally owned by the 
state. Residents highlighted the role of the régulo in granting Moatize land to 
newcomers, even in the current era of neoliberalism and industrial mining. 
Felícia, a 72-year-old resident whose yard contains several huts used by tradi-
tional healers, also confirmed that the first ceremony that takes place when 
someone is granted land is still the traditional Malombo ritual, in which the 
ancestors are summoned and informed of the arrival of a new occupant of the 
land. She told me how the process of obtaining the formal title of DUAT is 
preceded by this ceremony, which is legitimised by the residents and recog-
nised by the state authorities. Although the District Administration recognises 
and defends the traditional occupation of the land and legitimises its occu-
pants, it is more aligned with the discourse of the DUAT as a legal document 
that proves the right to use the land. Even at the ceremony where land in 
Moatize was handed over to Vale for mining, the District Administration re-
lied on Queen Ana Paula Spanela to represent the chieftaincy. 
    Customary forms of land tenure continue to exist alongside the state’s for-
mal ones. Boone (2014:20) demonstrates that the regimes of smallholder land 
tenure in Africa are primarily defined as authority-based property regimes, 
rather than predominantly market-based. In most African countries, very little 
rural land is governed by private property regimes that individualize owner-
ship and allow land to be traded in open markets. The customary land tenure 
system in Moatize is also consistent with Booneʼs argument that it emerged in 
response to economic changes brought about by the colonial system as well 
as the political alliances established by the colonial administration.  
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3.4 Land and mining laws 
Mozambique’s Land Law 6/1979 and Lei de Minas 2/1986 – Mining Law 
2/1986, implemented shortly after independence, have been reformed to allow 
new foreign and private mining investment. According to Geffray (1991) and 
Honwana (2002), the civil war between the Frelimo government and 
RENAMO destabilised the country and prevented the consolidation of state 
power in Mozambique. It created an environment of insecurity and paralysed 
economic activity, leading to the Frelimo-led state losing control over many 
areas of the country. The Mozambican state began a series of transformations 
in the country due to the need for external support, mainly from the Western 
bloc, as I mentioned earlier. The same transformations began to be introduced 
following the holding of the fourth Frelimo congress in 1983, culminating in 
the new land and mining code 2/1986. In 1984, Mozambique joined the Bret-
ton Woods institutions as part of a Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP), 
which led to quick economic and political change. In 1987, a year after the 
death of Samora Machel,17 the Programa de Reabilitação Económica (PRE, 
Economic Rehabilitation Programme) was launched.   
    The economic and political reforms had a fundamental impact on access to 
and control over land resources. However, prior to the reform of Land Law 
6/1979, the Frelimo government approved a new mining law. The legislation 
governing the exploration of mines dated from 1905 and 1906. The new min-
ing law passed in 1986 repealed the old legislation, which no longer fit the 
country’s new economic reality (Matos and Medeiros 2017:288). The fact that 
the Portuguese colonial regime did not develop more ambitious mining legis-
lation could perhaps indicate a lack of interest in exploiting the immense min-
ing wealth that the country possessed. Yet, according to Vasconcelos (1995), 
this seems more related to the country’s economic weakness and lack of ap-
propriate technology. The coal deposits in Moatize were the exception, being 
the only mining area that the Portuguese colonial regime exploited to any 
meaningful extent (Matos and Medeiros 2017).  
    When Mining Law 2/1986 was passed, Mozambique was undergoing eco-
nomic and political change but was still largely protected by the interests of 
the state and the communities located around the mining operations. Accord-
ing to Matos and Medeiros (2017:288–289), Law 2/1986 took into account the 

 
17 Samora Machel was the first president of the Peopleʼs Republic of Mozambique. He fiercely 
defended the ideas of socialist government and the land belonging to operários (workers) and 
camponeses (peasants). Although economic and political change in Mozambique began during 
his government, economic and political reforms accelerated after his death in a plane crash on 
19 October 1986. 
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interests of the families that could be affected by mining activities by stipulat-
ing that these interests should be included in the development plans. Matos 
and Medeiros (2017:289) also argue that the socialist government wanted a 
mining sector that would help the state increase its export and tax revenues, 
as well as provide raw materials for national industrial development. Mining 
Law 2/1986, unlike subsequent mining laws, sought to promote mining in the 
interest of the countryʼs economy, stating that mining companies would only 
be authorised if they demonstrated the benefits of their activities to the na-
tional economy. As a result, in 1987, legislation prohibited mining in protected 
areas, urban centres, communal villages, and cemeteries. Mining could only 
be carried out in these areas with the written authorisation of the public au-
thority responsible for the administration of the area in question (Matos and 
Medeiros 2017:289). 
    In 1990, the government approved a new Constitution, which allowed the 
beginning of political reforms, including the emergence of political parties and 
the right of association. Most importantly, the new Constitution recognised 
RENAMO as a legal political party, even while the civil war between Frelimo 
and RENAMO ravaged Mozambique, and transformed the Peopleʼs Republic 
into a liberal democratic republic (see Hall and Young 1991). However, when 
the Constitution of 1990 declared that Mozambique was no longer a “Peopleʼs 
Republic,” it soon became clear that the peopleʼs interests in land and mines, 
which had been taken into account during the era of socialist rule, would not 
be defended in the same way (Matos and Medeiros 2017). In 1992, two years 
after the adoption of Mozambique’s new Constitution, a peace agreement was 
signed – the Rome Peace Accords – between Mozambique’s Frelimo govern-
ment and RENAMO. The first multi-party elections were held in 1994, and 
Frelimo won.  
    In 1995, prior to the adoption of the new land law, the government of 
Mozambique adopted the National Land Policy and the Strategy for its imple-
mentation (DNTF 2012:12). The number 18 of the chapter four of the Reso-
lution 10/1995 (Resolução 10/1995), which approved de National Land Policy 
in Mozambique, defined a guiding principle for land legislation in the country, 
making it possible to secure the rights of the Mozambican people to land and 
other natural resources, as well as to promote investment and the sustainable 
and equitable use of resources. This policy also guided the recognition of cus-
tomary land rights as the basis for legislation outlining the process of formal-
ising land rights. Article 3 of Land Law 19/1997 clarified that all land in 
Mozambique is owned by the state. However, it also balanced customary land 
rights, held by the majority of people in Mozambique, with those linked to 
private interests through written applications. The law established that formal 
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rights to land should be recognised through the issuance of a Land Right Use 
title (DUAT) – Direito de Uso e Aproveitamento de Terra. This can be ac-
quired in three different ways: traditional or customary occupation, “good 
faith” occupation, or a written application. 
    Hélder, a 49-year-old resident of the Bagamoio neighbourhood, told me 
about various conflicts between Vale and small farmers. His land was close to 
the fence separating Vale’s land from the rest of Moatize, and on the day we 
met – a very hot day – he wore shorts, flip-flops, and no shirt. Although he 
was not on his way to Valeʼs property, he expressed himself in the following 
terms: 

 
My family and I were simply told that the District Administration and Vale had agreed 
that my land and farms, like those of other residents in the neighbourhood, already be-
longed to the mining company and that we would have to leave. However, these lands 
belong to me because I inherited them from my parents, who in turn inherited them 
from my grandparents. When the District Administration and Vale administrations 
come here and say that the only valid document to prove that I own this land is the 
formal DUAT, they are going against the rules of tradition and are usurping our land. 

     
From Hélderʼs account, like those of many other Moatize residents, I could 
see that the acquisition of the formal DUAT document had come to supersede 
the customary rights already acquired and legitimised by Land Law 19/1997. 
Investors such as Vale, who were able to submit a written application for land, 
were able to override the traditional land rights of residents, including small 
farmers, as set out in Land Law 19/1997. This has meant that the oral testi-
mony of many small farmers, traditional healers, and brickmakers, to which 
Article 17 of the Land Law gives the same weight as documentary evidence 
to prove land rights, has not been taken into account in Moatize. In many cases 
of land disputes between Vale and residents, as mentioned by the latter, doc-
umentary evidence of land rights superseded oral testimony. What made the 
residents particularly angry about this approach was that, according to them, 
their oral testimonies about the traditional land rights on a particular piece of 
land were ignored because precedence was given to those who formally ap-
plied and paid money to usurp their land. 
    Residents also reported that land disputes between communities and mining 
investors were often resolved through the intervention of local state authori-
ties, who frequently sided with the mining company in their efforts to secure 
land concessions. This was the case in June 2021, when Vale announced that 
it would start the second phase of mining and open Pit 2. Some small farmers 
mentioned that the company had already demarcated land along the N7 road, 
an area in which they had their machambas and grazed their cattle. They said 
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that the designated area belonged to them and that they did not know who had 
authorised the company to demarcate the area. This contradicts the way in 
which DUATs are supposed to be granted to investors, which involves inform-
ing local communities of investorsʼ interest in community land. 
    The right to use land through occupation by individuals and local commu-
nities in accordance with customary norms and practices that do not contradict 
the Constitution created a break with legislative practice in Mozambique and 
many other African countries. The model itself allowed for the recognition of 
a number of uncodified popular land occupation practices (Negrão 2008:90). 
However, as I show in the mining context of Moatize, this did not necessarily 
mean that customary rights were respected in practice. In Moatize, there was 
intense demand for land. Mining investors and political elites took advantage 
of the lack of formal land titles held by local small farmers to expropriate their 
land, as I demonstrate below. 
    Land rights based on “good faith” occupation are very common in Moatize, 
with many citizens having occupied and lived on land for more than a decade 
without applying for a DUAT title. Law 19/1997 stipulates that this type of 
occupation apply to Mozambicans who have used the land they occupy in 
“good faith” for at least 10 years. In Moatize, people who were not affected 
by Valeʼs displacement carried out this type of land occupation. However, as 
the residents told me, they did not have the respective formal DUAT title. 
They understood the law as already protecting them, so they did not need a 
formal title. Inês, a 55-year-old small farmer and widow, lived in a brick house 
and had a small machamba in her yard on which she grew maize that she sold 
to survive:   

 
Recently I have heard that because of the demand for land here in Moatize, I have to 
collect documents to get a title to my land. However, they did not tell me this when my 
husband was alive, which I find strange. I even want to formalise my land, but the 
problem is that it is a long process, which requires a lot of money that I do not have. 

 
Although Inês described the difficulties she faced in obtaining the title to her 
land, she, like other Moatize resident, felt a growing need to secure formal 
rights to land. However, the financial and bureaucratic obstacles Inês men-
tioned, combined with a lack of knowledge of the process and the fact that 
residents were aware that they already had some rights to their land, were all 
barriers to registering for a formal DUAT title. According to Article 17 of 
Land Law 19/1997, DUATs based on “good faith” occupation and customary 
norms and practices are not subject to a time limit when acquired for private 
housing. To facilitate the process, the government, through the local land au-
thorities, organises collective DUAT issuance campaigns in which, once the 
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relevant fees have been paid, a technical team is sent to the area in question to 
demarcate it, a process that involves placing cement markers at reference 
points around the perimeter, followed by the issuance of the title, according to 
the National Directorate of Lands and Forests of Mozambique (DNTF 2012). 
DNTF (2012) still encourages communities and individuals holding “good 
faith” DUATs to formally register their rights by documenting them and de-
marcating their DUAT areas, both on the ground and in the national land reg-
istry. 
    The establishment of Law 19/1997 made it possible to submit a written18 
request to the state to obtain formal rights to use the land. This was intended 
to open the way for foreign private investment, as happened with the granting 
of large tracts of land in Moatize to Vale. This way of land granting was an 
attempt to acknowledge the need for a simple system that guaranteed the rights 
of most Mozambicans to the land they occupied while simultaneously creating 
a modern land title system that was seen as necessary for investment (Hanlon 
2011; Walker 2021). However, granting land use rights by through a written 
request process created an imbalance of power between the residents and out-
side investors, such as Vale. Mosca (2011) argues that with economic and po-
litical liberalization policies, large tracts of land were allocated to private com-
panies and farmers with the capacity to produce on a large scale. These allo-
cations increased existing social inequalities and favoured a small group of 
domestic elites and former colonizers. Mozambican power-holders were thus 
able to take advantage of privatisation to acquire the largest plots of the best 
land. The point is that Law 19/1997, which protects the traditional land rights 
has always protected communities and residents. The issuance of written land 
titles was not their main concern, and they did not seek to understand the legal 
problems of not having a written DUAT or the procedures of how to acquire 
one. Vale was prepared to provide this document, which it used to prove its 

 
18 The government authorizes land use in this way to national and/or foreign individuals or 
companies on a concessionary basis under state leasehold occupancy agreements. This conces-
sion, according to Article 17 of Land Law 19/1997, is granted for periods of up to 50 years, 
with the possibility of renewal for a subsequent period of 50 years. The provincial governor 
grants the DUAT in non-urbanised areas up to 1,000 hectares, while areas between 1,000 and 
10,000 hectares require the approval of the Minister of Agriculture. Applications for DUATs 
for areas of 10,000 hectares or more must be approved by the government. In other words, the 
size of the leasehold determines which authority is responsible for granting the right (Article 
18 of Land Law 19/1997). Any individual or company wishing to occupy land in this format in 
Mozambique must submit an application to the Serviço Provincial de Geografia e Cadastro 
(SPGC, Provincial Mapping and Land Registry Service) (DNTF 2012). Individuals interested 
in this type of land occupation must include a development plan and/or investment project as 
part of their application. There must also be consultation with the local community to confirm 
that the land is free and has no occupants. A provisional licence is granted for five years for 
Mozambican companies and individuals and two years for foreigners. The development plan 
must be implemented within this period. 
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right to the land in situations involving disputes with the people of Moatize. 
Many residents lost their land to Vale because they were unable to prove their 
disputed land rights in a formal DUAT document. Therefore, I would argue 
that there was an imbalance of power and legal knowledge between the resi-
dents and the outside investors in Moatize. Vale had more access to legal 
knowledge, to the detriment of the residents, who knew only that Law 19/1997 
protected their customary model of land use – and this kept them from apply-
ing for land titles. 
    The people of Moatize pointed out that Valeʼs foreign investment has neg-
atively impacted on their social and economic life; their main means of sur-
vival, land, has been expropriated, leaving them poorer and more vulnerable 
than before Vale arrived. Surez, a 50-year-old smallholder farmer who spoke 
to me on several occasions, had two wives and seven children, all of whom 
lived in a large brick house. Each day, Surez took his three youngest children 
to his machamba while the others worked as street vendors in the informal 
market in Bagamoyo. He said this about the allocation of residentsʼ land for 
private investment in Moatize: 

 
It hurts me to know that a foreign company that does not benefit me in any way in terms 
of my social well-being is now using the place where I used to produce food to feed my 
family. With my land, which was given to Vale, I produced my own food and did not 
go hungry as I do now. If I could go back, others and I would not have accepted Valeʼs 
investment in our land. 
 

Although Hanlon (2011) argues that the current way in which the state owns 
land discourages further investment, it is necessary in the case of Moatize to 
examine who benefited from land investment. It is no coincidence that both 
the many small farmers I worked with and the União Nacional de Camponeses 
(UNAC, Peasant Union), based in the Tete city, opposed land privatisation 
because of its negative impact on communities. Hanlon (2011) mentions that 
even the highest levels of Frelimo do not support land privatisation, which 
could result in Mozambicans losing the most valuable resource they have. 
Hanlon (2011:23) further argues that in 2011, the US Millennium Challenge 
Account made the transferability of DUATs a condition for further aid to 
Mozambique, but the government continued to resist amending Land Law 
19/1997. The state feared losing control of its territory to foreign interests. The 
experience of private mining investment in Moatize and the local resistance 
to it confirms the stateʼs fear of privatising land in the country.  
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3.5 The Chief and the Municipal Governance  
The importance of the chieftaincy in the local government structure was al-
ready provided for in Law 2/1997 on the decentralisation of power in Mozam-
bique. However, it was the Decreto 11/2005 sobre a regulamentação da gov-
ernação dos órgãos locais – Decree 11/2005 on the regulation of the govern-
ance of local organs that mentioned the cooperation of local state organs with 
different local entities, including the chieftaincy. 
    According to local customs, the current chief of land in Moatize is Queen 
Ana Paula Spanela. She belongs to the third generation in her family to wield 
traditional authority. In the political organisation of the traditional chieftaincy, 
the Queen is a traditional leader of the first rank, and she has engaged with the 
Local Administration at both the District and Municipal levels. Article 8 of 
the Decreto 35/2012 sobre formas de articulacao dos órgãos locais do Estado 
com as autoridades comunitárias – Decree 35/2012 on forms of articulation 
between local state organs and community authorities outlines the traditional 
hierarchical power structure that should be followed, consisting of three lev-
els, each with its own set of tasks. In this hierarchical structure, the régulo is 
the leader of the first rank, while the leaders of the second rank are the advisors 
to the régulo or Queen. The third level includes local chiefs, heads of extended 
families, people in positions of traditional responsibility such as traditional 
healers, and those recognised for their social authority. The position of Queen 
corresponds to that of régulo, the title when a man holds the position. In 
Moatize, the society is patrilineal19 and patriarchal, which means that men 
usually hold traditional political power. Mateus, a 65-year-old traditional 
healer who demonstrated a good understanding of the traditional leadership 
hierarchy in Moatize, spoke to me in his traditional hut in the 25 de Setembro 
neighbourhood where he received users seeking his services. He pointed out 
that Ana Paula Spanela became Queen of the Moatize lands because “the spir-
its that give power to the leadership of the Moatize lands are transmitted 
through blood kinship in the paternal line.” Ana, the only daughter of Spanela, 
took over the position after her brotherʼs resignation.20  

 
19 The residents of Moatize with whom I spoke belong to a patrilineal system in which an indi-
vidualʼs family membership is derived from and recorded through the fatherʼs lineage. It gen-
erally involves the inheritance of property, rights, names, or titles by persons related through 
male kinship. At the time of traditional marriage, the manʼs kinship group pays the womanʼs 
family a lobolo (a kind of bride price paid by the man to the womanʼs family as a reward for 
raising his future wife). 
20 According to Queen Ana Paula Spanela, her brother resigned as a traditional leader after the 
wife of the then President, Armando Guebuza, stayed at her home in Moatize and offered him 
a scholarship. As the sole heir, Ana Paula took over the position while her brother, thanks to 
the scholarship continued his studies in the northern province of Nampula. 
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    The Queen of Moatize, as a traditional leader of the first rank, has a reserved 
seat in the Moatize Municipal Council. In Moatize, the municipal governance 
structure follows this order: 1) The Municipal Council chaired by the Mayor, 
2) heads of localities, 3) neighbourhood secretaries, and 4) block head. The 
Queen is ranked at the same level as the neighbourhood secretary. With her 
position already secured, she is distinguished from the other members of the 
Municipal Council, who are all nominated by the Council elected in the mu-
nicipal election. Buur and Kyed (2007) argue that traditional community au-
thorities serve as a means of articulation with state authorities and that they 
were integrated into the system as such.  
    Drawing on the Ghanaian context, Kleist (2011) suggests that rather than 
thinking about the inclusion of chieftaincy in political life in the context of 
democratic transition, it is necessary to think about the place of chieftaincy in 
the new democratic space. Many studies on Mozambique analyse the current 
relevance of chieftaincy in rural areas (Gonçalves 2006; Buur and Kyed 2007). 
This perspective is based on the modern-traditional dichotomy, one of the 
structuring dichotomous variables of the contemporary state, in which the tra-
ditional is associated with rural contexts as spaces of the persistence of pre-
colonial power structures (Meneses 2009). However, as I observed in Moatize, 
the chieftaincy is particularly relevant in the urban areas, where it supported 
residents in resisting Vale’s mining practices. 
   Placing the traditional chief of Moatize, the Queen, at the same level as 
neighbourhood secretaries effectively demoted her, meaning she dealt with 
issues addressed at the neighbourhood level. This also meant that her role in 
municipal governance became less relevant than her role in the traditional hi-
erarchical structure. To understand why the Queen of Moatize was not given 
the recognition she deserved, I scrutinized the legislation on coordination be-
tween traditional authorities and local state bodies. Decree 35/2012 states the 
following in Points 1 and 2 of Article 11:  
 

1. If legitimised in a given local community, the traditional chief and the neighbourhood 
secretary are responsible for the same local community to indicate their respective prec-
edence. 
2. The community authority that takes precedence will represent the local community 
before the state authorities.  

 
An analysis of these points in Decree 35/2012 shows that the higher rank of 
the régulo in the traditional hierarchical structure does not guarantee that he 
or she will automatically be considered a community authority above the 
neighbourhood secretary in the new government structure. Furthermore, the 
Decree does not explain why the régulo is ranked at the same level as the 
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neighbourhood secretary. It can also be inferred that the Decree intends to 
reduce the power and influence of traditional authorities. As I will argue be-
low, traditional power had previously been beyond the control of the Frelimo 
state, supporting the political opposition RENAMO during the 16-year civil 
war. 
    Although the Queen did not explicitly state this, I understood that, as the 
chief of the Moatize land, she did not feel comfortable being given the same 
weight as the neighbourhood secretary in the Municipality’s governance struc-
ture. According to Decree 35/2012, the Queen/Régulo is the highest rank 
within the traditional hierarchical structure. The position of régulo is also rec-
ognised and highly respected by the communities in Moatize. The Queen men-
tioned that neighbourhood secretaries govern lands in the neighbourhoods in 
Moatize, where she is traditionally the chief. This has created discontent 
among traditional leaders such as her. Explaining that the “Municipal Council 
created a fixed position for me within its governance structure,” she added that 
she knew of some régulos in other localities who had lost their position in the 
community because the legislation allowed the community to decide who was 
more legitimate, the régulo or the neighbourhood secretary. Although she was 
consulted on issuing residence declarations, as I observed, this task was actu-
ally the responsibility of the neighbourhood secretary, with whom she coop-
erates. Some residents who support the traditional chieftaincy also feel that 
she does not receive the respect she deserves from the state and that this should 
be addressed. 
    In Moatize, the state has strategically contained the power of the chief by 
incorporating her into the municipal governance structure, where she was con-
trolled and guaranteed to work for the government’s interests, while the Dis-
trict Administration of Moatize used the state police to repress those residents 
who opposed the problems caused by mining. By integrating the Queen into 
the municipal governance, the state weakened the ability of traditional author-
ity to resist bad mining practices. Although she was part of Moatize’s munic-
ipal governance structure, however, she continued to argue in favour of the 
marginalised people affected by mining activities. This demonstrates how, 
when political power sought to limit her ability to resist on behalf of the resi-
dents, she exploited other mechanisms available to her to protect residents 
from harmful mining practices. 
    The Queen was also involved in mobilising the community for civic educa-
tion and other interests of the local state. Her role as chief overseeing mining 
and land issues of the resettled people in Moatize is one example of how the 
modern state, following neoliberal principles, used chieftaincy to maximise its 
interests. Because she is believed to possess spiritual power inherited from the 
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ancestors – power that protects the living – she holds an important role as 
guardian of tradition by directing traditional religious ceremonies. As she said: 
 

The state invites me to its events and to the inauguration of state buildings, such as 
schools and health infrastructures. At these events, I am called upon to invoke the spirits 
of the ancestors, as I am in contact with them because I come from the lineage of the 
régulos who control the spirits in Moatize. 

 
Although some residents believed in spirits and their effect on everyday life, 
one reason the state cooperated with the chieftaincy was because of its influ-
ence on the communities of Moatize. The Frelimo state has attempted to har-
ness the chiefs’ spiritual power and reduce RENAMO’s influence over them 
– an influence dating back to the civil war, when RENAMO used the chiefs’ 
cultural and ritual knowledge as well as their traditional healers to defeat 
Frelimo. Parts of Tete had been under RENAMO control during the civil war, 
and the strategy to control the groups outside Frelimo’s jurisdiction was to 
incorporate them into the new governance structure. One way of integrating 
them was to give them uniforms. The Frelimo government distributed these 
uniforms to all three levels of traditional community authorities: chiefs (régu-
los), advisers to the régulo, and third-tier leaders at the national level. Manjate 
(2022:227–228), in his study in Marracuene, points out that these uniforms 
differ according to the level of traditional hierarchical structure. For example, 
traditional chiefs have certain objects as symbols of power. The régulos also 
have three stars, wear capes, and have the right to wear insignia and to fly the 
national flag in their homes. Possession of a uniform is essential for visibility 
and the exercise of power. As a symbol of authority, the uniform commands 
respect from the population, and local authorities are aware that having uni-
forms gives them power – they look like police officers who, once in uniform, 
are the incarnation of the state and can act on behalf of the state. In Moatize, 
despite Frelimoʼs attempts to integrate the chieftaincy into municipal govern-
ance, some traditional authorities have indicated that they maintain strong 
links with RENAMO. 
   State officials in Moatize believe that the spirits will not protect the stateʼs 
projects unless the Queen invokes them and informs them of any new con-
struction on their land. Some state officials have pointed out that they respect 
traditional power because they believe that the Queen had the ability to com-
municate with the ancestors and influence the course of events in the world of 
the living. Nevertheless, not all state officials held this view. Some criticised 
traditional chieftaincy, describing this form of power as “backward and ob-
scurantist.” West (2008) gave an example of ambiguity in the treatment of 
chieftaincy in Mozambique, demonstrating how the treatment of traditional 
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authorities occurred across the country. He found that in the areas under 
RENAMO influence, Frelimo officials made substantial overtures to former 
chiefs, particularly when they believed this would alienate the supporters of 
RENAMO, while elsewhere Frelimo cadres expressed serious concerns that 
traditional authorities were not necessarily qualified to carry out the tasks of 
modern state administration. 
    The discourse on chieftaincy also shows that the political leaders in Moatize 
Municipality, as in other areas of the district, were afraid of the power of tra-
ditional authorities over which they had no control. Local chiefs increasingly 
became more important in the eyes of the state because of their mobilising 
power in rural and urban Moatize, which was maximised by Frelimoʼs power 
structures.  
    Queen Spanela lived in one of Moatize’s suburbs. Her house was very sim-
ilar to other brick houses in Moatize, with the difference that it had a wall 
covered in national symbols, including the flag. She usually wore her first-
level traditional leader uniform when actively representing the traditional au-
thorities of Moatize. If she did not wear her uniform and someone did not 
recognise her as the Queen of Moatize, it would be hard to tell her rank unless 
she or someone else revealed her position.  
    Queen Spanela was often invited to represent the traditional authorities in 
Moatize at important events, such as visits by high-ranking representatives of 
the Mozambican state. She also told me that, unofficially, she had been given 
the title of “mother” of the people of Moatize because important people often 
visited her house. She said that as the main traditional political figure, she had 
a responsibility to look after visitors who came to Moatize. When there were 
important visits, such as that of the son of the President of the Republic of 
Mozambique, the Frelimo party and the District Administration brought food 
and supplies to her home to ensure his stay was comfortable. She said, “They 
brought Frelimo flags and T-shirts bearing the party logo, and my house was 
filled to capacity. This meant that the president’s son would receive all my 
honours, both as Queen and from the District Administration.” 

3.6 Customary tenure, postcolonial land laws, and coal 
mining practices 
In Nyungwe language, the notion of land rights – udindo dwa pansi – contrasts 
in meaning with the land right use as advocated in Mozambiqueʼs Land Law 
19/1997. For the local people, udindo dwa pansi means the right to property 
because it is tatanbira pa nakolo yathu (inherited from their ancestors). This 
difference between the concept of land property by the people and the concept 
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of land ownership by the state frames the conflicts that have arisen in Moatize 
between Vale and the local people. Valeʼs coal mining took place on land that 
was considered customary, land for which the residents had already acquired 
rights in the traditional way during the colonial period and under Land Laws 
6/1979 and 19/1997. After the displaced residents fought for their lost land 
rights, they produced discourses on customary rights to the land; meanwhile, 
Vale produced discourses on formal land titles, which carried more weight in 
determining the right to use land in Moatize. The fact is that Vale’s possession 
of mining and land titles in Moatize overlapped with the customary land rights 
of local people.  
    The people with whom I interacted, namely small farmers, brickmakers, 
traditional healers, and cattle breeders, did not have formal DUAT titles when 
Vale displaced them from their customary land. For them, the fact that they 
had customary rights, enshrined in Land Law 19/1997, was enough to protect 
their interests as holders of the land rather than as users, as the law advocates. 
When the land dispute with Vale arose, the authorities asked the residents to 
present their DUATs, but they could not – they had none. 
    The loss of land to make way for Vale’s mining operations is linked to Lei 
de Minas 14/2002 – Mining Law 14/2002. It includes an article stating that 
priority would be given to mining investments if the economic and social ben-
efits of mining in a given area are higher, meaning that residents of the same 
area could be displaced with compensation. This had a significant impact in 
Moatize, as land rights previously acquired by citizens could be cancelled af-
ter fair and reasonable compensation had been paid to the holder of these 
rights. In practice, according to the residents, this caused the communities 
around mining projects to lose their land to investors who were able “to ma-
nipulate” the law by using local land authorities to acquire formal titles to land 
that communities still had the right to occupy under customary norms. The 
financial compensation for the displaced residents of Moatize provided for in 
Law 14/2002 was the main issue driving the conflict between the residents 
and Vale, as I will show in Chapter 5. The people of Moatize said that this 
legislation opened the way for the Vale to usurp their land, a process in which 
they claimed the state was complicit. 
    Walker (2021:319) argues that although land laws in Mozambique do not 
leave customary land rights undefined, the recognition of these rights is altered 
in many cases to benefit the state and private interests aligned with it. Land 
conflicts, particularly in rural areas, highlight the tension between securing 
land rights and promoting investment, making land recognition a contentious 
issue. The residents of Moatize had expected support from the local District 
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Administration because of the expropriation of their land. However, the Dis-
trict Administration accused the residents of lying in order to benefit from the 
land compensation they had already received.  
    Residents cited the formal DUAT title, issued by the state authorities, as the 
reason behind the land transactions in Moatize. They claimed that Vale offi-
cials and other influential individuals had obtained these titles through corrup-
tion. One of the small farmers who lost his land was Antanásio, 46, who lived 
in his parents’ house in the Chithatha neighbourhood, an area that lacks basic 
public services such as water and sanitation. Antanásio said that he once had 
a piece of land in the Bagamoio neighbourhood, but in the conflicts that fol-
lowed Valeʼs arrival in Moatize, he lost his land because he did not have the 
DUAT title. This is how he explained land titles in Moatize: 
 

The titles appeared with individuals who claimed the right to use the land belonging to 
single users. The occupation of communal land requires that the communities are first 
consulted about this intention, and public consultations are held for this purpose. The 
communities then confirm whether they actually wish to transfer their land to a partic-
ular investor. In the case of the single land user, this process is not needed, and the 
transfer of the customary DUAT with the formal DUAT title takes place between the 
interested investor and the holder of the customary DUAT. 

 
According to the residents, disputes over the demarcation of the land for new 
investors have always resulted from cases of land transfer from a single land 
user. They attributed this to situations in which neither they nor the commu-
nity authorities knew the investor, who had not expressed an interest in ob-
taining a formal DUAT title for a customary land. When these land conflicts 
arose, it was possible that the customary DUAT holder had entered into an 
agreement to transfer his DUAT to the investor. However, there have been 
situations where investors appeared with formal DUAT titles, claiming the 
right to use land belonging to individual land users in the communities without 
any agreement for the transfer of the customary DUAT. To resolve these land 
transfer issues, the Moatize land authorities have consistently cited Land Law 
19/1997, which states that land belongs to the state and cannot be sold. The 
purchaser of the land thus knows that any individual involved in the transfer 
of land for cash will lose the case if it is taken to court. On a very hot afternoon 
in December 2020, I spoke to Firoza, a 55-year-old teacher and resident of the 
25 de Setembro neighbourhood, who was sitting on the bench under the avo-
cado tree at her resettlement house: 
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Soon after Vale began building its offices here in Moatize in 2007, demand for land 
increased significantly. I met some people who owned land and profited greatly from it 
by exchanging their customary DUAT titles for money with different people if the first 
person to obtain the land did not build infrastructure on it. 

 
As Firoza and other residents explained, after Moatize received large-scale 
investment from Vale, it began to attract many people who saw opportunities 
to improve their lives locally. However, pressure began to mount from those 
who sought to acquire DUAT titles for various development projects. In this 
process, some customary and formal DUAT holders took advantage of the 
situation, illicitly earning money through illegal land transactions. However, 
according to some residents, the authorities in Moatize always indicated that 
such transactions were illegal. With this in mind, the sellers, knowing that the 
land could not be sold, engaged in monetary transactions and then moved to 
other areas, either within or outside Moatize so as not to be found. If they were 
found, they were at risk of reprisals from the buyers or, ultimately, legal ac-
tion. However, court cases involving land transactions have never ruled in fa-
vour of the purchaser, since Land Law 19/1997 clarifies that land belongs to 
the state and can never be sold. Thus, residents who had sold the land would 
be unlikely to confirm so in court. In light of the loopholes in Land Law 
19/1997 regarding the transfer of land use rights, I observed that some resi-
dents in Moatize, aware of these gaps, exploited them to profit illegally from 
the high demand for land driven by the multinational coal industry.  

3.7 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I examined customary land tenure practices in relation to the 
increasing demand for land among residents of Moatize, caused by the estab-
lishment of Valeʼs coal mining operation in the area. I have shown how state 
reform of land rights has undermined the customary land rights of the Moatize 
people. Unequal power relations have further undermined residents’ struggle 
for land. Although the customary model remained the route to land use rights 
for the majority of Moatize residents, the model of granting land for invest-
ment, which involved the issuance of the formal DUAT title, as was the case 
with Vale, was superimposed on the customary rights that Moatize residents 
had already acquired locally. The arrival of Vale has increased the demand for 
land. National and foreign investors have influenced the models by which land 
is traded, using a process that some local people have also exploited to profit 
financially from illegal land transactions due to loopholes in land legislation. 
The case of Moatize also shows an imbalance of power and legal knowledge 
between residents and investors. While Vale had access to legal expertise that 
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enabled it to obtain formal DUAT titles, the residents relied on the customary 
method of land allocation set out in Law 19/1997. However, this customary 
land use mechanism was unable to protect their land rights in disputes with 
Vale, as the formal DUAT document was legally more credible. 
    In order to limit resistance from marginalised Moatize residents displaced 
from their customary land, the Municipality used its political power to incor-
porate the Queen into the Municipal Administration. Given that the residents, 
especially the marginalised, legitimised the traditional leadership of the 
Queen, her inclusion in the municipal governance structure was intended to 
ensure that situations of protest or organised resistance would not gain support 
of traditional power. The Municipal Administration sought to limit the re-
sistance’s weak weapons against the powerful Vale’s bad mining practices by 
integrating the Queen into the governing structure and thus weakening tradi-
tional power. However, chieftaincy is a dynamic traditional institution that has 
adapted both to the interests of marginalised people and to shifting political 
power across different historical periods, including the pre-colonial and post-
colonial periods in Moatize. Its delegitimisation in the socialist regime in 
Moatize demonstrated its power and contradicted the expectations of its de-
mise in the face of modern governance of the neoliberal era. The resilience of 
the chieftaincy was based on the maintenance of traditional lifestyles and cus-
tomary land models that reify it as a political structure. The traditional power 
structure in Moatize shows that although the legislation gives it the same 
weight as the neighbourhood secretaries, with cases of these secretaries re-
placing it, it still has the support of residents who view traditional leadership 
as a mechanism of resistance against bad mining practices. Because the state 
is dependent on the economic benefits of coal mining, its strategies in Moatize 
aim to guarantee and implement Vale’s mining practices. However, local peo-
ple consider these practices to be problematic. They therefore not only devel-
oped resistance tactics but also offered their perspectives on mining’s negative 
social, environmental, and economic impacts. The mining practices associated 
with the coal industry – from colonial Mozambique to the period of economic 
neoliberalism in which Vale was allowed to operate – and the associated prac-
tices and perspectives of resistance are analysed in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4. Industrial Mining Practices 
in Moatize 

In this chapter, I examine coal mining practices in the Moatize district, focus-
ing on residentsʼ perspectives about these practices during Moatizeʼs colonial 
period, the period of socialist governance, and the period after the arrival of 
Brazilian multinational company Vale. This chapter will highlight how resi-
dents of Moatize experienced these practices in different ways, both then and 
now. Tracing industrial coal mining practices in the two preceding periods is 
important for understanding how the Moatize context has been shaped by coal 
mining activities over many decades.  
    In Moatize, residentsʼ accounts of contemporary coal mining practices and 
social relations were shaped by the Valeʼs corporate practices, which exacer-
bated existing social inequalities among the residents. This chapter analyses 
the residentsʼ views, which point to the dissatisfaction that later led them to 
mobilise and protest against Vale. This chapter describes practices of every-
day resistance not only in present-day Moatize but also during the period when 
the Portuguese administered the former Companhia Carbonífera de 
Moçambique (CCM, Mozambique Carboniferous Company). As the chapter 
will describe, this period was marked by sabotage of the company’s coal 
mines due to poor working conditions and frequent workplace accidents, lead-
ing to open protests by workers during a period of political tension shortly 
after independence and resulting in the deaths of some Portuguese managers. 
    In this chapter, I will first examine Moatize’s mining industry in its histor-
ical context. This will cover the Portuguese colonial period and the Frelimo 
socialist government, during which the industry was closed due to war. Sec-
ond, I will describe the entry of the foreign multinational Vale into Mozam-
biqueʼs market economy after its liberalisation. Third, I will focus on the local 
perspectives of the mining practices of the parastatal company CARBOMOC 
and the global company Vale. Fourth, I will present the residentsʼ accounts of 
Valeʼs withdrawal from coal mining in Moatize. Last, I will analyse how Vale 
uses its power to carry out control activities specifically related to the state, 
including the creation of exclusive territories that resulted from changes in 
legislation.  
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4.1 The mining industry in the Moatize district 
The coal-rich area of Moatize saw the establishment of its first coal company 
during the Portuguese colonial period. After the Second World War, the com-
pany was founded under the name Companhia Carbonífera de Moçambique 
(CCM) (Vasconcelos 1995:7). Miguel (2009) notes that the migration of many 
Portuguese settlers to Moatize was driven by the attraction of better living 
conditions. This led to an increase in inhabited space, which created jobs and 
revenue for the Portuguese colonial state. Andrade (2016) argues that during 
the colonial period, the coal industry created numerous employment opportu-
nities for the local population. In addition, many were employed in Portuguese 
households and businesses that sprang up to support the region’s new white 
colony. Vieira (2019:57), in turn, argues that the activities of the CCM cov-
ered a period in which black men were legally forced to work through the Lei 
de Indigenato (Law on “indigenous” peoples). All black Africans or their de-
scendants were “indigenous,” and their education was for disciplinary work. 
As Vieira notes (2009:69), in the CCM during the colonial regime, there was 
an asymmetrical relationship between positions; certain functions were re-
served for whites or assimilated blacks, while blacks considered “indigenous” 
were given the most difficult and explicitly forced jobs in a process of labour 
discipline and expropriation. Rafael, an 80-year-old former worker of the 
CCM, who, incidentally, has a good socio-economic situation, lived in the 
centre of the town of Moatize. Although he is old and has some health prob-
lems, Rafael seemed to remember very well what he experienced during the 
colonial period, especially at the CCM. He told me the following: 

 
During the colonial period, not all “indigenous” people worked at the CCM. I was lucky 
because I managed to study a bit and I spoke Portuguese, but all the black people 
worked in the underground mines, in the coal-mining area. Usually, the white Portu-
guese did the office work in the company. Working in the underground mines meant 
staying underground for several hours at a time and was very physically exhausting. 

 
Rafael mentioned that at that time, although it was said that working in the 
underground mines was xibalo (forced labour), the company paid the mini-
mum wage that would at least allow the worker to support himself and his 
family. However, the best working conditions were reserved for white Portu-
guese settlers. Vieira (2019:179–180) reports that from the beginning of its 
activity, the CCM was concerned with the retention of its white workers, em-
ployees, managers, and administrators, and this was characterised by extend-
ing care to the workers’ family structures. The aim was to attract workers by 
providing decent minimum living conditions, especially in the construction of 
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housing. The company also offered free medical care, good hygiene condi-
tions, schools, hospitals, and other social and technical infrastructures that re-
sulted from its settlement policy. Vieira also recounts (2019:68) that it was in 
Bairro 9 (Neighbourhood 9), now called the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood 
or CARBOMOC area, that the main infrastructures built by CCM were lo-
cated, including Casa Quinze (House No. 15), where the Companyʼs General 
Manager lived. She describes the current Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood as 
an area where well-preserved houses reflect the old architectural style. These 
houses were part of CCMʼs retention policy, to the detriment of the houses in 
other neighbourhoods and compounds where the company’s black miners 
lived, materialising the value dissociation of the period. 
    CCM was nationalised after the country gained political independence from 
Portugal in 1975. Its nationalisation was linked to the adoption of the socialist 
model of government, whereby the state controlled the economy. Decree 
11/78 of the Council of Ministers established CARBOMOC (Mozambique 
State Coal Company) on 11 May 1978. According to Pantie (2006), the deci-
sion to nationalise CCM was a concretisation of the economic and social 
guidelines drawn up by the third Frelimo Congress, which aimed to consoli-
date the central control of the economy that had begun shortly after independ-
ence. The nationalisation of CCM, like other companies, was aimed at increas-
ing production and preventing sabotage. Pantie (2006:54) describes that in the 
year of independence, CCM produced around 576,000 tonnes of coal, the larg-
est production since its creation in 1948, something that CARBOMOC was 
unable to achieve – its largest production was around 534,000 tonnes in 1981. 
CARBOMOCʼs production fell in the following years due to the civil war, 
which later led to its closure (Pantie 2006). In Moatize, however, residents 
recalled numerous underground mining accidents that occurred sometime af-
ter independence and before the nationalisation of CCM. 

Adelino, a 69-year-old former CARBOMOC worker, told me that after re-
tiring from CARBOMOC, he became a pastor of an evangelical church. I 
spoke with Adelino several times at the civil society organisations headquar-
ters in Moatize. A very friendly man, always willing to share his knowledge, 
he described how, before the nationalisation of CCM, there were serious ac-
cidents in the underground mines of Moatize: 

 
In 1977, an accident resulted in the death of over 40 miners, leading other miners to go 
on strike to demand improved working conditions. As a result of this series of accidents, 
President Samora Machel sent a delegation led by Armando Guebuza [President of 
Mozambique 2005–2014] and Marcelino dos Santos [President of the Republic Assem-
bly 1977–1994] to the Moatize mines. This delegation and the local miners concluded 
that the Portuguese managers were sabotaging the work in the mines and that this was 
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the reason for many accidents, culminating in mass deaths. After the Machel delega-
tionʼs visit to the Moatize underground mines, President Machel visited East Germany 
to negotiate cooperation and the visit of specialist mining technicians to Mozambiqueʼs 
mines. The mining technicians arrived at the Moatize mines in the early 1980s, and 
under their management, the number of accidents fell dramatically. 
 

Under the socialist government of Samora Machel, coal was mined under-
ground at CARBOMOC. As Adelino confirmed, there was only one open-cast 
mine at CARBOMOC, which was located far from residential areas because 
President Machel did not want the local population to be affected by mining 
activities. For several former CARBOMOC miners, the biggest problem was 
the increasing number of miners who died while extracting coal. The tragic 
accident described by Adelino above was, according to Castanheira (2011) 
caused by a firedamp explosion, which meant it was not possible to determine 
whether it was sabotage or not. The explosion occurred on 2 August 1977 in 
the Portuguese-managed Chipanga 3 mine in Moatize. As Catanheira (2011) 
describes, the Chipanga 3 mine, according to one of its Portuguese directors, 
was very dangerous due to the enormous concentration of firedamp. Cas-
tanheira (2011:46) points out that after the explosion, a considerable crowd 
gathered at the CCM offices, including miners from the remaining shifts and 
from other Chipangas, family members of the workers who lived in the so-
called mining camp, and people passing by on the adjacent road, all of whom 
were attracted by the ground movement and smoke. The explosion killed 73 
miners, all Mozambican, and those who gathered at the offices were driven by 
feelings of immense pain and fear, impatience and despair, revolt and anger, 
rage and desire for revenge. This was followed by the massacre of the entire 
management team of CCM, where the general director was murdered with 
pickaxes, along with eight other Europeans, including all the engineers. The 
police and military contingent sent by the governor of Tete Province, as well 
as the police of CCM, were unable to contain the anger of the population. It 
was only by sending in 80 men armed with six Soviet tanks, who fired four 
shots, that officials were able to stop the massacre of the Portuguese who ran 
CCM as well as those who lived in the town of Moatize. 
    The events of August 1977 in the Moatize mines led to the nationalisation 
of CCM in 1978. The massacre, perpetrated by the workers of the Moatize 
mines against the Portuguese, was fuelled by the deep racial stratification in 
the working area of the mines. Mozambique was simultaneously experiencing 
a revolution brought about by independence in 1975 and a growing anti-colo-
nial discourse, particularly in Moatize (Castanheira 2011). The case of 
Moatize corroborates Scottʼs (1989:58) suggestion that open forms of re-
sistance emerge after the small practices of everyday resistance.  
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    The memory of the accident in the underground mines in 1977 is still 
strong among the residents of Moatize, as well as among many former 
CCM workers. Because of this accident, many Moatize residents were re-
luctant to seek employment in the production area of the underground 
mines. Although workplace safety improved following the accident due to 
the transfer of safety knowledge by technicians from the East German, coal 
production and export did not return to levels seen in the previous period 
of CCM nationalisation.  
    The civil war between the new Frelimo government and RENAMO devas-
tated Moatize and caused social upheaval that prevented any form of eco-
nomic investment. CARBOMOC stopped transporting coal in 1986 when 
RENAMO troops destroyed the Sena railway, cutting off coal transport to the 
port of Beira (Sofala Province) and beyond to overseas markets. According to 
Pantie (2006), coalʼs contribution to the economy fell to 21% of total mineral 
production and 0.5% of total exports. In 1993, CARBOMOC stopped mining 
coal because its underground mines were no longer profitable. With the clo-
sure of CARBOMOC’s underground mines, former miners and other com-
pany workers received compensation in a process that did not end until 1998 
(Castanheira 2011). 
    Pantie (2006:14–19) explains that CARBOMOC, limited in its ability to 
transport coal due to the destruction of the Sena railway line, was forced to 
reduce mining production and close a handful of mines in order to prevent 
significant quantities of coal from being left behind indefinitely. As a first 
step, CARBOMOC reassigned miners from the deliberately closed mines to 
other areas of the companyʼs operations, with the majority joining the para-
military force known as the Protection Force for the Defence of CARBO-
MOCʼs Infrastructures. CARBOMOC also suspended some of its develop-
ment projects due to the financial crisis.  
    CARBOMOCʼs economic and financial crisis also had an impact on the 
size of the companyʼs workforce. Former CARBOMOC workers in Moatize 
additionally spoke of the effects of drought and famine in the early 1980s, 
which exacerbated an already difficult situation. Arsénio, a 65-year-old for-
mer mechanic at CARBOMOC, joined the company in 1980 and has closely 
followed the successive crises that Moatize has experienced, especially since 
independence. Arsénio told me that he was helped by his two married daugh-
ters to pay his household expenses, but that he also did business by selling 
food products such as rice, beans, and sugar from a stall he built in front of his 
house. Arsénio described one of the worst droughts to hit Moatize as follows:  
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When the drought hit the province of Tete in 1983, despite the more or less good salaries 
we received at the CARBOMOC company, there were colleagues who left the sector 
because of the hunger that was setting in. I remember that the situation got worse be-
cause we could not produce anything on our small farms, and people tried everything 
to find food in other places. When some colleagues returned, they went to the company 
to ask to be reinstated, but the company had already terminated their contracts because 
they had abandoned their work. 
 

Arsénioʼs dismissal, along with that of colleagues dismissed amid hunger-re-
lated struggles, had a lasting impact on their lives. The fact that the work on 
the small farms they started was precarious and weather-dependent made their 
socio-economic situation even more precarious. That they were unemployed 
and had not yet found an income-generating activity contributed to their mar-
ginalisation. As most of my interlocutors made clear, the economic problems 
resulting from their dismissal from the company affected their familiesʼ envi-
ronment and contributed to their social exclusion.  
    An important point raised by Pantie (2006) is the fact that the coal mining 
crisis at CARBOMOC began in 1982, when the RENAMO military incursions 
destroyed the Sena railway line used to transport coal, but that the process of 
contractually severing ties with its workers, primarily the miners, lasted until 
1998. Pantie explains that the company’s behaviour was not because it lacked 
the funds to pay the miners. The funds were available and provided by the 
state, which had taken on the role of compensating all workers of public com-
panies that had gone bankrupt because of the new neoliberal economic order, 
as was the case with CARBOMOC. CARBOMOC retained a number of min-
ers because it had the prospect of resuming coal mining following the Rome 
Peace Accords signed in 1992, which marked the end of the war. But, as I 
describe below, this revitalisation of CARBOMOC did not take place. 
    In 2006, the Mozambican government dissolved CARBOMOC (Cas-
tanheira 2011), having previously granted a mining licence to Vale in 2004. 
Vale was granted 22,096 hectares of land to carry out industrial mining (see 
Filipe and Norfolk 2017). The multinational company operationalised its coal 
exploitation activities on the site of an abandoned shaft mine previously oper-
ated by CARBOMOC in 2007 (Gerety 2013). Gerety (2013) reports that the 
Mozambican stateʼs offer of the former CARBOMOC concessions to Vale 
made headlines in investor reports and trade journals around the world. With 
coal prices near historic highs, the entry of a global player into a previously 
unknown mining region was big news. Vale planned to export coal to markets 
in China, India, and the Gulf States, and to build a 300 MW coal-fired power 
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station on site to supply excess electricity to the national grid. The multina-
tional spent around US$2 billion in Mozambique during the first phase of its 
operations in Moatize.  
    The Mozambican state saw mining in Moatize as a way of boosting the 
country’s economy. Vale was the first foreign multinational to enter Moatize, 
acquiring large tracts of land and starting to build its infrastructure in 2007 
(Monié and Carvalho 2019). The arrival of Vale in Mozambique was directly 
linked to the countryʼs highest power elite, who employed the rhetoric of de-
velopment in the Tete region and across Mozambique as a whole through new 
South-South cooperation in the mining sector (Monié and Carvalho 2019; 
Cezne and Hönke 2022). 
    The government’s industrial mining strategy was to accelerate economic 
growth and create jobs in provinces with low levels of economic and human 
development. Part of the land granted was used by many small farming fami-
lies as a place to live and a source of livelihood through food production (Fil-
ipe and Norfolk 2017).  Between 2001 and 2011, investment in Mozambiqueʼs 
mining sector grew from $20 million to more than $1 billion a year, helping 
to make Mozambique one of the worldʼs fastest growing economies. This 
trend was part of a wider commodities boom fuelled by rising demand and 
dwindling resources in India and China (Gerety 2013). Frei (2022:107) argues 
that the incorporation of Mozambique into the international flows of accumu-
lation of capital is contradictory because it was imposed by the state and the 
international economy through “accumulation spoliation.” In this process, 
mining megaprojects and excessive reproduction of capital transform territo-
ries into sources of profitability. Indeed, the case of Topuito in northern Nam-
pula Province, where the Irish mining company Kenmare Resource is explor-
ing the heavy sands, illustrates the huge difference between what is agreed and 
what happens on the ground. Overall, in negotiations with mining companies, 
the state has favoured corporate interests through legislation that facilitates 
their operations, while local communities bear the consequences of mining 
practices. As Frei (2016) describes, mining projects are in a winning position, 
while the communities lose out. The Mozambican state, for example, passes 
on its responsibility for education, health, employment programmes, and in-
frastructure development – including water, electricity, housing, and roads – 
to the companies operating in a given community. As a result, the commu-
nityʼs way of life comes to depend on the goodwill of the mining company 
rather than on the state. Castel-Branco (2008) has also shown that the Mozam-
bican economy retains and absorbs only a small portion of the production and 
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sales value of these companies, which means that the profits from mining op-
erations contribute little to the country, while the companies’ home countries 
benefit from the transfer of those profits abroad. 
    The Mozambican government also granted mining rights to other foreign 
multinationals in Tete. In 2008, when a group of geologists visiting Tete dis-
covered that the coal deposit below Moatize was part of the largest undevel-
oped coal basin in the world, it sparked the interest of the worldʼs largest min-
ing companies (Gerety 2013; Kirshner and Power 2015). At the time, it was 
estimated that the basin and surrounding districts contained more than 23 bil-
lion tonnes of coal, enough to supply all the coal-fired power plants in the 
USA for 25 years. As Gerety (2013) points out, in the years following the 
discovery of this immense natural resource, fortune hunters from all over the 
world descended on Tete Province to exploit the regionʼs coal as quickly as 
possible. Chinese and Indian investors, South African hydraulic engineers and 
geologists, Portuguese construction companies, Australian drillers, British 
crane operators, and American salesmen specialising in giant trucks and ex-
cavators all descended on Tete.  
    According to Gerety (2013), Rio Tinto – an Anglo-Australian mining com-
pany and the third largest mining company in the world – became the second 
largest company to invest in coal mining in Moatize. Rio Tinto bought the 
Australian company Riversdale and its three coal concessions in Tete for 
US$3.7 billion in 2011. However, according to Antonioli and Regan (2014), 
Rio Tinto ended its ill-fated venture in Mozambiqueʼs coal sector by agreeing 
to sell the coal assets it bought from Riversdale in 2011 for just US$50 million 
to an Indian joint venture. The sale of Rio Tinto Coal Mozambique to Inter-
national Coal Ventures Private Limited (ICVL) includes the Benga coal mine 
and other projects in Tete province, assets valued at US$71 million according 
to Rioʼs financial records as of 31 March. 
    Schubert (2020:546) notes that the arrival of big multinational corporate 
investors changed the rules of the game and that state institutions and infra-
structures, such as transport and power generation, were, in their current form, 
ill-equipped to deal with the requirements of globalised capital. Schubert 
(2020) also refers to the logistical shortcomings in the transport of Moatize 
coal. He examines how private industry and civil society engaged in deliberate 
entanglements to improve the Mozambican stateʼs capacity to manage the 
countryʼs nascent extractive industry sector through the Moatize coal sector, 
involving The Ministério dos Recursos Minerais e Energia (MIREME, Min-
istry of Mineral Resources and Energy). Although the logistical problems of 
transporting coal were minimised by the construction of the Nacala logistics 
corridor, Mozambique continued to face serious difficulties in transporting 
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and exporting mined coal. Due to these challenges hindering the growth of 
extractive industries in Tete, Rio Tinto cancelled billions of dollars’ worth of 
investments in Mozambique in 2013. 
    Vale’s coal extraction and export phase began in 2011. The Brazilian com-
pany was granted mining rights for 25 years, renewable for an additional 25 
years, to explore Blocks I and II of the Moatize Basin, considered the largest 
on the African continent and the fourth largest in the world (Monié and Car-
valho 2019).21 The opening of Block II was scheduled for 2021, but by then, 
Vale had already announced its intention to leave Moatize, a complex decision 
driven by financial, environmental, market, and strategic factors (Jamasmie 
2021). However, in a series of public consultations held in preparation for the 
opening of Block II, the company was heavily criticised by CSOs, which 
called on the company to repair the damage it had caused in Moatize. 

4.1.1 The parastatal CARBOMOC 
The former state-owned company CARBOMOC sold coal to neighbouring 
countries, boosting the Mozambican national economy. In contrast, Vale 
worked with other locations around the world and was almost completely dis-
connected from the local realities. According to Arsénio, one of the former 
workers of the company, CARBOMOC provided social rights to its workers 
and their families, ranging from medical and pharmaceutical assistance to 
housing, transport, and education. The company also owned houses where the 
workers lived and a secondary school offering grades 6 to 10, which was ex-
clusively for the companyʼs workersʼ children, who could attend the school 
free of charge. Arsénio mentioned also that when CARBOMOC operated in 
Moatize, the company organised technical training for new miners. The min-
imum requirement was a fourth-grade education, a qualification necessary for 
the company to enroll new recruits in technical schools in Tete or Maputo. 
During the training period, which could last up to a year, the company also 
paid their salaries. In addition, they received medical care at the CARBOMOC 
health centre. 

 
21 According to Monié and Carvalho (2019:185), phase I of the project mobilised approximately 
US$1.6 billion, allowing operations to begin in 2011 with a production capacity of 11 million 
tonnes of ore per year. This includes 8.5 million tonnes of coke for the metallurgical industry 
and 2.5 million tonnes of thermal coal for electricity generation. The project covers a greenfield 
exploration area and has been divided into three phases: (a) implementation of infrastructure 
between 2007 and 2010; (b) open-pit mining of coal from 2011; and (c) closure of mining ac-
tivities with a projected life of 35 years (ibid.:186). According to Human Right Watch (2013), 
the total investment for each phase is US$1.9 billion, US$2 billion, and US$4 billion respec-
tively. 
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    An interesting point mentioned by former CARBOMOC workers in 
Moatize is that working for this company was synonymous with social well-
being; no similar company offered such good economic conditions. For ex-
ample, Arsénio emphasised that the development of infrastructure in Moatize 
was mainly due to CARBOMOC. I spoke to Rafaela, a 68-year-old former 
cook at CARBOMOC, several times at her stall in the centre of Moatize, 
where she sold food. Rafaela, like the other women I interacted with in 
Moatize, liked to wear a capulana and a scarf on her head, which she some-
times turned into an apron. She told me about the difficulties she experienced 
after leaving her job at CARBOMOC, before starting her own business: 

 
Due to the fact that I was admitted to the company with the minimum level, which was 
fourth grade, when I was dismissed from the company, I had numerous difficulties get-
ting employed at another company, and the only solution I had was to use the money I 
received as compensation to open a small business in informal trade. 
 

Testimonies of former CARBOMOC workers in Moatize reveal that the im-
pact of their dismissal varied depending on the compensation they received 
and their technical level, which may have hindered or facilitated their employ-
ability in other companies. Some were able to use their compensation to build 
a house, alleviating the fact that they had to give up their previous home when 
their employment ended. Others, like Rafaela, could not be employed in other 
companies because they did not have the technical qualifications to be hired. 
Those who did have higher education in technical fields were more likely to 
find jobs in other companies, either in Moatize, in the city of Tete, or in other 
regions of the country. 
    From the perspective of residents like Rafaela, negative discourses against 
Valeʼs mining practices were also driven by the companyʼs failure to offer 
formal employment opportunities to former CARBOMOC workers and other 
locals. People like Rafaela, who previously held formal jobs at the former 
state-owned company but were unable to find work at Vale, were common in 
Moatize. Many former workers from CARBOMOC thought that Vale would 
offer them jobs, given their experience at the now-defunct state coal company. 
But, as Arsénio said, Vale refused to hire many CARBOMOC miners because 
they lacked the skills necessary for the advanced open-pit mining technologies 
that Vale had invested in – technologies that differed from the underground 
mining practices of the former parastatal company (Monié and Carvalho 
2019). The majority of Moatize residents, including miners from CARBO-
MOC, were brickmakers, an activity that residents reported learning from their 
parents, passed on from generation to generation. Generally, former CARBO-
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MOC miners and other locals said that Vale has not taken on the social re-
sponsibility that a company of its size should. The miners described CARBO-
MOC as an extension of state services, providing many essential public ser-
vices to the community, but Vale refused to assume this role. 
    In our discussions of CARBOMOC, I felt more enthusiasm from the mine 
workers, who were able to maintain a good standard of living during the com-
pany’s tenure. Another group of residents took a more cautious approach when 
referring to this period during which CARBOMOC operated under the social-
ist government. Lourinda, a 77-year-old widow who lived in the 25 de Setem-
bro neighbourhood, was retired from the health sector and had dedicated her-
self to her church, where she held a position. In her house, I found other 
women of her age rehearsing songs that they were going to sing on the fol-
lowing Sunday. When I asked her about her source of income, she talked about 
how both her sons and the church helped her, but she also had a machamba 
where her sons drove her during harvest time, as she could no longer walk 
long distances. This is what she had to say about living conditions in Moatize 
in the 1980s: 

 
At that time, not everyone had good living conditions because not everyone worked in 
the mining company. I remember that in 1983 there was a famine here in Moatize. Our 
machambas were not producing food because of the drought that had hit the region. At 
that time, people even had money, but they had nothing to buy because the shops were 
empty and very little food was imported from other countries. I do not think the idea 
that we lived well at that time is certain. 

 
Something I sensed from many of my interlocutors was that immediately after 
Mozambiqueʼs political independence, people were very excited about the 
Frelimo government’s new national project. I also understood that when for-
mer CARBOMOC workers reminisced about the good times, it was because 
they used to have jobs. When Vale arrived, they were marginalised, ignored 
by a company that used a different technology to extract coal. CARBOMOC 
represented a good moment in the past, providing jobs and the minimum in-
come necessary to live on, but the situation as a whole was not good because 
of both natural and man-made crises, such as those described by Lourinda.  

4.1.2 Vale mining practices in Moatize 
Rodrigues (2015) describes the Valeʼs Moatize coal project as a capital-inten-
sive mega-project aimed at exporting raw coal. Throughout the implementa-
tion phase, Valeʼs main partner was Odebrecht, a Brazilian multinational con-
struction company, but it also worked with several other companies, including 
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those that focused on socio-economic, environmental, and geological studies. 
Moatize residents informed me that the construction company Odebrecht was 
responsible for the construction of the low-quality resettlement houses, which 
later led to popular mobilisations against the company and the Moatize Ad-
ministration (see Chapter 6). 
    Although Vale’s development projections in Moatize were designed to ex-
port of coal to the international market, the multinational coal industry brought 
little positive change to the residents of Moatize. According to many former 
workers of CARBOMOC, discontent arose among them when Vale intro-
duced open-pit mining with new technologies different from those used in un-
derground mining. They were also unhappy about the large number of labour-
ers brought in from Mozambique and abroad because they originally thought 
they would be included in the company’s recruitment process. The dismissal 
of thousands of local workers represented a greater challenge in terms of social 
management of unemployment for local authorities faced with the perma-
nence of unemployed workers in the city (Monié and Carvalho 2019:193). 
According to Andrade (2016:315), during the initial construction phase of the 
mine – the period with the highest employment opportunities for the people 
of Moatize – Vale employed around 8,000 workers through subcontractors. 
By the time production began, however, the company employed only 1,100 
workers, of whom only 394 were natives of Tete Province, where Moatize is 
located. The reduced need for workers was due to the high level of specialisa-
tion among Brazilian employees and the company’s investment in cutting-
edge technology.  
    People of Moatize shared their frustration that they were not considered for 
the companyʼs jobs. They also told me that there should be a quota for locals 
when competing for jobs. According to them, they were not employed because 
the company instead offered jobs to people from the capital city Maputo, jobs 
they felt should have been theirs. Although they also criticised the presence of 
foreign workers, their anger was primarily directed at those from Maputo, who 
had been able to receive the required technical education in the capital. De-
spite obvious frustration about outsiders, however, the arrival of these new-
comers also created business opportunities for local young entrepreneurs. 
    When the young people of Moatize lost their jobs after constructing and 
installing Valeʼs infrastructure, they did not return to their rural areas. Instead, 
they chose to stay in the city of Moatize in search of other employment op-
portunities, worked as guards in the houses of Vale employees. Others worked 
as domestic servants, enabling them to send money each month to family 
members who remained in the countryside and depended on agricultural work. 
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Younger people in Moatize were more involved in the dynamics of an emerg-
ing consumer society and were not interested in agricultural work and or re-
turning to their villages of origin.  
    Residents, such as former miners of CARBOMOC, small farmers, and 
brickmakers, described Vale as uprooting their means of survival and creating 
social inequalities within Moatize. Former CARBOMOC miners in Moatize 
were victims of labour market segmentation, meaning that they were excluded 
from the Vale labour market, which preferred to hire qualified workers from 
its own countries. The phenomenon of labour market segmentation is linked 
to the specificities of labour market institutions, such as contractual arrange-
ments (permanent or temporary employment contracts), lack of enforcement 
(segmentation along formal/informal lines), and the types of workers con-
cerned (such as migrant and non-migrant workers). This seems to corroborate 
the findings of Rubbers (2020:1564–1565), who shows that the liberalisation 
of the mining sector and the influx of foreign investments in the early 2000s 
led to a resurgence in the demand for expatriate workers in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo.   
   According to Rubbers (2020), mining companies do not normally employ 
unskilled labourers, who instead work in artisanal mining. These local work-
ers had precarious contracts compared to foreign workers (Rubbers 2020). 
This is similar to the case of Moatize, where former miners from the state-
owned company CARBOMOC reported to me that they had only short-term 
contracts with Vale during the infrastructure construction phase and were no 
longer employed in the coal exploitation phase because they did not possess 
the requisite skills. The company had not only expatriated qualified workers 
from Brazil and various parts of the world but also hired others from within 
Mozambique, leaving former CARBOMOC miners as unskilled labourers at 
the bottom of the hierarchy. This is the opposite of what happened with CAR-
BOMOC, which, according to locals (former CARBOMOC employees), gave 
them jobs, invested in their training, and provided them and their relatives 
with health assistance. In general, the ethnographic material I gathered from 
the people of Moatize concerns the regression of workers’ socio-economic 
conditions. This happened in two parts. First, CARBOMOC went bankrupt 
and was closed down, which meant that the workers lost the social rights they 
had in the company. Second, because of the transition from a centralised econ-
omy to economic neoliberalism, the entry of Vale as the new coal mining 
company did not bring benefits to former CARBOMOC workers, although 
there may have been some workers who did get job in the multinational. This 
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demonstrates the process of marginalisation that occurred, placing many for-
mer workers outside the socio-economic benefits they had previously received 
from coal production in Moatize.  

4.1.3 Valeʼs practice of corporate social responsibility in Moatize 
For Le Meur (2015), the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) mechanism 
contributes to the production of “bottom-up” public policies while working as 
a tool for self-regulation of the mining sector at a global level. At the same 
time, as Jacka (2018:239) argues, CSR is not an opposition to corporate capi-
talism. Valeʼs CSR strategy in Moatize has led to an increase in the number 
of public infrastructures, some mentioned above and others described below. 
With the arrival of a multinational coal company, which brought with it finan-
cial investments adapted to new needs, a series of modern public infrastruc-
tures began to emerge in Moatize. Vale has maintained in its discourses that 
coal mining has created opportunities for development, transforming Moatize 
into a productive, modernised landscape and bringing new infrastructure such 
as roads, private clinics, and a public health centre. However, the local people, 
especially those who were resettled, did not share this view. For them, the 
mining projects destroyed their lands and caused environmental problems that 
the company was unable to minimise. Some residents, instead of talking about 
Valeʼs corporate social responsibility, talked about its irresponsibility, be-
cause it caused them hardship, especially in the new resettlement areas. 
    In Moatize, residents of the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood said that Valeʼs 
construction of the 25 de Setembro Health Centre and the 25 de Setembro 
Market were part of its corporate social responsibility. I spoke to Sara, a 43-
year-old nurse, at the 25 de Setembro Health Centre after meeting her through 
a friend from Maputo who worked with her. Sara was dressed in her nurseʼs 
uniform, and I took notes as we talked, leading some people at the health cen-
tre to later say they thought I was a journalist. Sara, who knew the area well 
because she also lived nearby, had this to say about the health centre:  
 

Vale had to build a reference hospital for us here in the neighbourhood of 25 de Setem-
bro. We also had a hospital in the Chipanga neighbourhood where we lived, and the 
company did no more than its duty. In addition to the hospital, we also had a local 
market. It is true that the conditions in terms of infrastructure were not the best there, 
as they are here in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood. 

 
Typically, CSR programmes in mining areas seek to reduce the negative im-
pacts associated with mining and to reduce poverty (Campbell 2012). It turns 
out that many of the social action programmes my interlocutors referred to 
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occurred after residents had mobilised to contest the social and environmental 
consequences of mining as well as the poor quality of the company’s infra-
structure in the resettlement areas of 25 de Setembro and Mualádzi. This fact 
shows how the priorities of Valeʼs CSR programmes have been shaped by the 
demands of the resettled people, who have seen their socio-economic life re-
gress because of the multinationalʼs coal mining activities. A series of social 
actions, such as the renovation of houses built by the Brazilian construction 
company Oldebrecht, were taken after resettled residents mobilised against 
the company in 2012. These houses developed cracks after they were built, 
and water seeped in through the zinc sheets. As a Vale worker explained, these 
actions, as well as the compensation paid to people displaced from their orig-
inal areas, were included in Vale’s CSR actions. 
    Machanguana and Sardinha (2021), in their study of Valeʼs CSR, state that 
rural families working in the agricultural sector were trained in crop manage-
ment and the use of irrigation systems. Some students and teachers were 
trained (in basic education) in Moatize Municipality and in the village of 
Cateme. The chicken production value chain, developed through the construc-
tion of 58 aviaries for families in Cateme and 25 de Setembro, also included 
producer training. Residents mentioned that when Vale first arrived in 
Moatize, it provided some technical training to young people who were later 
employed in the construction of the companyʼs infrastructure. However, with 
the start of the coal production phase, they lost their jobs and, because they 
were not given any opportunity to train in coal production, they could not be 
re-employed. As mentioned above, these young people returned to the precar-
ious situation they were in before the company came to Moatize. 
    Vale also sought to replace green spaces – but not to the extent that public 
discourse suggested it would. This programme was only implemented in com-
munities where Vale resettled people. Vale also donated fruit tree seedlings 
for planting in peopleʼs gardens, in schools, and in the neighbouring commu-
nities of Cateme, with the aim of improving the nutrition of the local popula-
tion (Machanguana and Sardinha 2021). 
   Although Machanguana and Sardinha (2021) refer to a social responsibility 
programme implemented in the Moatize district, Flávio, a 52-year-old resident 
of Cateme who was sitting on a mat in one of Valeʼs resettlement houses, told 
me that the problem was that the areas to which they had been resettled and 
the machambas to which they had been reallocated were barren. Nothing 
would grow. They needed land like they had in Chipanga, which was suitable 
for farming. As he said, “The Vale projects, although full of good intentions, 
were not what we wanted because they took away the basis of our survival, 
the machambas.” 
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    The Jornal Notícias (4/3/2021), in its advertising section, highlighted 
Valeʼs commitment to the sustainability of its operations. It highlighted that 
Vale had produced around 60,000 seedlings of 30 forest species, based on 650 
kilos of seeds collected in 2020. Vale also stated on the same page that around 
5,000 seedlings of fruit trees and native species were distributed to communi-
ties and Vale employees to plant around their homes. The newspaper also re-
ported that the company had monitored and measured air quality, noise vibra-
tion, surface water quality, groundwater quality, and tributaries. According to 
the announcement in Jornal Notícias, the above actions were supported by 14 
existing programmes. The most notable of these are the Noise and Vibration 
Management Programme, the Water Resources Management Programme, the 
Flora Monitoring Programme, the Waste Management Programme, and the 
Environmental Education Programme. It is interesting to note that Valeʼs pub-
licity took place during a year in which it had already announced its intention 
to withdraw from Moatize. Even so, the publicity had public benefit because 
many residents did not know about the existence of these programmes.  

4.1.4 The exit of Vale in Moatize 
In the midst of the many negative socio-economic and environmental impacts 
described by residents, Vale decided to withdraw from coal mining in 
Moatize. Although the Vulcan company now mines the coal in present-day 
Moatize, discourses about the residents’ relationship with the coal industry 
point to the Vale company as responsible for the deterioration of their living 
conditions. When I began my ethnographic fieldwork in 2019, Vale was still 
operating. During this time, I heard complaints from marginalised groups, 
such as small farmers and brickmakers, about the company’s harmful mining 
practices and ongoing human rights violations. In 2019, 2020, and 2021, I also 
witnessed protests in Moatize by small farmers and brickmakers over the non-
payment of their machambas and compensation for the brickworks (see Chap-
ter 5). In 2019, Mozambican Lawyersʼ Association (OAM) decided to file a 
lawsuit against Vale in the Administrative Court of Mozambique. According 
to OAM as well as several civil society organisations, Vale needed to be held 
accountable for the damage it caused (OAM 2023). 
   The fact is that Vale left Moatize while the local economy, which has his-
torically been neglected and suffered from disinvestment, has not improved. 
According to Moatize residents, the economy had stagnated and social condi-
tions deteriorated further. The economic benefits of mining in Moatize were 
unequally distributed, tilted toward the mining company with larger stakes in 
the same exploitation company. In 2022, Vale sold the Moatize mine to Vul-
can Minerals, an Indian mining company, amidst protests by its workers and 
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ongoing socio-environmental problems affecting the people of Moatize. Ac-
cording to Deutsche Welle Africa (18/05/2022), through its correspondent 
Jovenaldo Ngovene, Vulcan did not inform Vale’s workers of its acquisition 
of the mine, prompting them to go on strike. The miners criticised both Vale 
and the Mozambican government for not informing them of the change in 
ownership. They also claimed that Vale was selling them out like the com-
pany itself. Not knowing the terms of the agreement between Vale and the 
new company, they feared for their jobs. In practice, however, even after 
Vulcan took over the Moatize mine, the Moatizeʼs residents continued to see 
coal being transported by train every day, while their agriculture-based econ-
omy was destroyed. They also witnessed the destruction of brickmaking, 
cattle breeding and farming activities that had previously provided them 
with a livelihood. They stated that they opposed the mining practices be-
cause they wanted the state to distribute the economic resources extracted 
from the mine fairly. Their livelihoods had been destroyed, causing wide-
spread resentment and discontent. 
    In addition to the environmental issues that Vale cited as reasons for selling 
the Moatize mine, Jamasmie (2021) refers to operational and financial chal-
lenges that influenced Valeʼs exit. The Moatize mine had been a loss-making 
venture, plagued by operational issues and substantial financial impairments, 
including a US$2.4 billion charge in 2016 and a full impairment in 2019. Ad-
ditionally, the broader industry trend of divesting from coal due to increasing 
pressure from investors to adopt greener practices further pushed Vale to re-
structure its business portfolio. For Ns Energy (2021), the online energy divi-
sion of Progressive Media International that provides news and information 
about the global energy industry, Valeʼs decision to exit the Moatize coal mine 
was part of a broader strategy to transition away from coal and focus on more 
sustainable business activities. The challenges of profitability, environmental, 
and social responsibilities, along with declining global demand for coal and 
the need for strategic realignment, collectively influenced Valeʼs decision. 
This move can be associated with the broader trends in the global mining in-
dustry, where companies are increasingly prioritizing sustainability and resil-
ience in response to changing market dynamics and societal expectations. 

4.2 Population, state, and multinational corporate practices 
Following the start of Vale’s mining operations, the district increased in pop-
ulation due to newcomers from other Mozambican regions, as well as neigh-
bouring countries, who sought employment opportunities in the mining sector. 
Moatize District has undergone profound changes since the arrival of the ma-
jor global mining company, whose functional and territorial strategies have 
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restructured the geographical space at different scales. The extractive boom 
and associated rapid urbanisation have drastically changed the face of Teteʼs 
urban geography, with dramatic land use and demographic changes in the Tete 
city centre and its outskirts and the significant displacement and resettlement 
of local communities due to coal operations (Kirshner and Power 2015:69). 
    According to Monié and Carvalho (2019:197), the growing population and 
economic centrality led to the political-administrative emancipation of the 
town of Moatize, which was elevated to city status in February 2020. The 
population of Moatize doubled between 1997 and 2007, from around 109,000 
inhabitants in 1997 to almost 218,000 in 2007 (INE 2007). Ten years after the 
start of Valeʼs mining operations, the local population reached around 344,000 
inhabitants (INE 2018). However, Kirshner and Power (2015) and Lesutis 
(2019:116) have observed that the resource boom in Tete Province has created 
exclusionary spaces of natural resource extraction that has integrated small 
groups into global commodity circuits, while at the same time imposing hard-
ship on local populations. Moatize residents characterised the Vale mining as 
a curse – their lives were shaped by corporate practices, and their environment 
was exploited and degraded in the name of development (cf. Gilberthorpe and 
Rajak 2017; Jacka 2018). Residents also described the emergence of spaces, 
such as residential enclaves, that have exacerbated social inequalities. 
    Gilberthorpe and Rajak (2017) argue that mining companies reduce the 
power of the state over mining issues that transcend, circumvent, or usurp the 
authority of the state. Mining companies also materialise their operations 
through the free trade environment, bypassing domestic opposition to their 
activities (Anaf et al. 2019), but the role of local political elites in the materi-
alisation of foreign investment contracts is very important. The power of 
Mozambican elites, at both national and local levels, is consolidated through 
the extractive accumulation. In Mozambique, the favouritism of the country’s 
domestic elite began with the start of the structural adjustment programs im-
posed by the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Most of the 
privatisation packages of public companies remained in the hands of Frelimo 
politicians, who became the largest shareholders in many formerly state-
owned companies (Langa 2023).  
    The Mozambican state welcomed extractive industries to escape donor de-
pendency and to strengthen the economic and political position of (certain) 
state actors, but corporate power simultaneously strengthened and weakened 
the legitimate authority of the state. In Moatize, the beneficiaries of the mul-
tinational mining operation included the Mozambican political elite, who fa-
cilitated the operations of the subsidiary Vale Mozambique Ltd., as well as 
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local subcontractors such as Odebrecht, a Brazilian construction and engineer-
ing conglomerate, which was tasked with building the resettlement infrastruc-
ture (cf. Langa 2023). 
    According to Marshall (2016), transnational companies today exercise their 
global power through horizontal flows rather than the vertical concepts of na-
tion states. The enclaves of the extractive sector, far from promoting national 
development, tend to disorganise national economic spaces by creating hori-
zontal global flows of supply chains and self-sufficient operational networks 
that link various continents through supra-national trade and banking institu-
tions. Corporations have their own hierarchies, norms, and boundaries. These 
qualities are reflected in the various dimensions of corporate sovereignty that 
come to the fore, sometimes as a single actor in the coal mining area. Diphoorn 
and Wiegink (2022:422–424), who study the corporate power of multination-
als such as the mining giants Vale and Rio Tinto in Mozambique, characterise 
“corporate sovereignty” as performative claim to power made by individuals 
acting on behalf of profit-driven corporate entities, operating within state-
sanctioned spaces. This contrasts with the claims of other non-state actors who 
operate in permissive spaces, such as local non-government organisations that 
regularly lack this legally grounded relationship with the state.  
    According to Schubert et al. (2018:167), when extractive industries come 
into contact with the realities of developing countries, they can trigger a cri-
sis of legitimacy for the state, given the potential difficulty of reconciling 
competing interests that are constitutive of the state. For Diphoorn and 
Wiegink (2022:425–426), mining companies create both political commu-
nities – through social control and everyday security practices – and the 
mechanisms for developing these communities, such as corporate social re-
sponsibility.   As both the state and those in power profit from the activities 
of mining companies, the state legitimises corporate sovereignty (Diphoorn 
and Wiegink 2022:426–427). Because the state is a beneficiary, Monié and 
Carvalho (2019:186) argue that it has created an institutional, fiscal, and 
regulatory framework that is particularly favourable to investors, including 
legislation that allows for the mitigation of the social and environmental im-
pacts of mining.  
    In Moatize, for example, Vale has built a gated community where only Bra-
zilians and the companyʼs miners live. These enclaves exist within areas for-
mally under the jurisdiction of the Mozambican state, which means that some 
state control is effectively ceded to the mining company. Vale has also built 
new resettlement areas that include water infrastructure, schools, and a health 
centre as part of its corporate social responsibility. In doing so, Vale has not 
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only subjected the local population to new forms of territorial organisation by 
relocating them but has also exercised a power normally reserved for the state. 
    Valeʼs gated community in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood is managed 
directly by the company, which has erected an electrified fence around the 
area and employs private security guards. The luxury enclave has unlimited 
access to water from Vale’s pipeline and a generator system in the event of a 
power cut. The houses also have air conditioning to help residents cope with 
Moatize’s high summer temperatures. Inside the gated community, infrastruc-
ture includes a football pitch, a basketball court, and other sporting facilities 
that non-mining residents do not have in their neighbourhoods or have access 
to. The residents I spoke to said they should be able to use these sports facili-
ties too. More than just football pitches are missing from the non-mining 
neighbourhoods of Moatize, however, which frequently suffer water and elec-
tricity cuts during the week, daily security problems – including robberies and 
assaults – and inadequate water access due to the inability of the Investment 
Fund for Water Supply (FIPAG) to deliver water to residents. 
    The Moatize case is comparable to Lemanski’s (2006) study on the South 
African gated communities, which shows how poorer neighbourhoods are 
physically close to their wealthier neighbours but socially and functionally 
isolated. This pattern also applies in Moatize, where areas belonging to the 
mining community exist alongside poorer, non-mining neighbourhoods. The 
gated community of the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood not only created so-
cial inequalities and spatial segregation but also provoked the anger of the 
Moatize residents. Indeed, the gated community became one of the sources of 
daily resistance among the marginalised people of Moatize.  
    When I visited one of the gated communities, known locally as condomínio, 
I found gardens and leisure areas for children. Unlike the dirt roads of 
Moatize’s regular neighbourhoods, the internal roads of the gated community 
were paved. In order to gain entrance to the condomínio, visitors must first 
pass a guard standing by a gate out front. The guard communicates by tele-
phone with the person to be visited. If the person confirms that he or she is 
expecting a visit, the visitor is allowed to enter and directed to the house in 
question. Internal recreation areas, including the gym and the children’s play-
ground, are solely for the workers and their children. As my interlocutors said, 
these condomínios are exclusive and represent a distinct type of territory sep-
arate from where most residents live. For the regular inhabitants of Moatize, 
having well-equipped housing reserved only for Vale workers amounts to so-
cial exclusion.  

The mining company manages the condomínios and pays property taxes 
on them to the Municipality of Moatize. Residents of the gated community 
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share spaces with other residents of Moatize only during neighbourhood meet-
ings or censuses. Raúl, a 41-year-old resident of the 25 de Setembro neigh-
bourhood who lives in a Vale resettlement house, said that some displaced 
residents who received resettlement houses as compensation rented them out 
to other Vale workers who were unable to secure housing in the condomínios. 
I met Raúl because he lived close to me in the resettlement area of 25 de 
Setembro, where I had rented a house during my third fieldwork visit in 2021. 
Raúl worked for Vale and was very helpful in introducing me to his friends 
who lived in Vale’s gated communities, which gave me the opportunity to 
better understand how these exclusive areas in Moatize are organised. Raúl 
had this to say when I asked him about the condomínios: 

 
The existence of these spaces here in Moatize is a source of dissatisfaction for many of 
the resettled people, who have been put in houses where water seeps in and where there 
are many cracks related to the quality of Vale’s work. The construction of well-
equipped apartments for Vale workers shows that they had the means to do so for the 
resettled people. But the resettled people were disenfranchised because they were poor 
and unimportant. One thing I also noticed is that the Vale workers, because they live in 
this privileged space, think they are superior to others who live in poor neighbourhoods. 

 
In fact, Vale workers in Moatize belong to a different social class. They are 
able to shop for food and other products in supermarkets in the town of 
Moatize and in the city of Tete, and their children attend private schools and 
benefit from the round-trip school transport. When I spoke to Elias, a 43-
years-old Vale worker and one of the residents of the gated community, I ob-
served that he had two cars in his garage, a Toyota Hilux double cab and a 
Toyota Terios. Elias explained that many Vale workers bought cars with the 
loans the company gave them at the start of their contracts, loans intended to 
help them purchase essential goods. Elias also confirmed that Vale workers 
living in the gated communities own most of the public transport in Moatize, 
serving as the main investors and owners of many of the minibuses, known as 
chapas. The socio-economic conditions they enjoy clearly demonstrate the 
social inequalities that mining has created in Moatize, privileging its workers 
to the detriment of the local population, especially those who were resettled. 
As many residents of 25 de Setembro mentioned in their daily conversations, 
one of the reasons that led them to publicly oppose Valeʼs mining in Moatize 
was their poor living conditions, in contrast to the luxury communities where 
Valeʼs miners lived. In light of Scott’s theoretical framework of everyday re-
sistance and the above ethnographic material, I argue that new, powerful ac-
tors linked to mining emerged in Moatize, whereas the majority of residents 
were marginalised by mining practices. The gated communities reserved for 
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company workers, and the resulting social inequalities, explain residents’ dis-
content and negative views about mining practices, as well as their limited 
ability (weak weapons) to counter them. 

4.3 Conclusion 
This chapter examines how coal mining practices have been described and 
analysed differently by the residents of Moatize and the mine workers since 
the period of transition from the colonial state to the new post-colonial Frelimo 
regime. Former workers of the Companhia Carbonífera de Mocambique, 
(CCM) which operated during colonial times, describe the same perspectives 
on industrial mining practices in their testimonies. The chapter show that com-
pany workers carried out acts of covert resistance during the Portuguese ad-
ministration because underground coal mining took place in a segregated en-
vironment, where only Mozambicans went underground and suffered work 
accidents that resulted in many deaths. But it was only in the new post-colonial 
state – in which numerous accidents led to the mass deaths of workers – that 
the workers began practising overt acts of resistance. They took advantage of 
the moment of political change in the regime to develop an open form of pro-
test, characterised by a rebellion that later led to the nationalisation of CCM 
by the Mozambican state. 
    However, the perspectives of the residents of Moatize, especially the former 
workers, describe a parastatal company, CARBOMOC, as the entity that took 
care of their socio-economic needs and granted them social rights that most 
Moatize residents did not have at the time. These workers highlight that the 
multinational company Vale, which later started operating in Moatize, mar-
ginalised them by not hiring them, choosing instead to invest in a more quali-
fied workforce adapted to the new type of opencast mining it was introducing. 
Descriptions of Vale’s marginalisation extend to the social inequalities exac-
erbated by the Brazilian multinational’s mining practices. In these descrip-
tions, residents point out that the company has created exclusive neighbour-
hoods for those directly involved in or connected to the multinational coal 
industry. Vale is also singled out for having had a negative impact on the so-
cial life of the displaced locals, moving them into poor quality housing while 
the companyʼs workers live in luxury communities. In the process of creating 
social inequalities, Vale also created a gated community, where exercised so-
cial control and everyday security practices. In doing so, they also counted on 
support from the state and other powers that benefit from the activities of min-
ing companies, thus legitimising corporate sovereignty. However, the chapter 



 

 

107

shows that the multinational company has negatively affected the local popu-
lation, with its corporate social responsibility practices failing to resolve re-
settlement issues while the state has also failed to provide adequate housing 
and security for the resettled people.  
    The residents’ negative descriptions of Vale’s practices show that mining 
activity caused feelings of dissatisfaction, frustration, and a loss of dignity 
among the people of Moatize. These residents had limited means to change 
their situation, which I refer to as weak weapons, to paraphrase Scott (1985). 
In the next chapter, I discuss the Vale’s practices and strategies for displace-
ment and resettlement alongside the experiences and discourses of Moatize 
residents. These highlight the project’s problematic nature, which included 
brutal police repression and the residentsʼ subsequent response in the form of 
open protests. 
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Chapter 5. Experiences of Displacement and 
Resettlement 

The multinational company Vale and the state, who together instigated the 
displacement and resettlement of the Moatize people, made an array of prom-
ises before the coal mining project was implemented. According to my inter-
locutors, these promises have not been kept, making life difficult for the re-
settled people. One of Vale’s practices, facilitated by the District Administra-
tion representing the Mozambican central government, was the displacement 
of people from potential coal mining areas. In this chapter, I examine how 
local people experienced the displacement from their customary lands to the 
new areas offered by Vale and the District Administration. 
    The focus is on the experiences of the resettled people. I begin by discussing 
the mining companyʼs discourses used to achieve the peaceful displacement 
of people from their homes, machambas, and the brickworks that served as 
their means of survival. Next, I present the experiences of displaced small 
farmers and brickmakers, which were characterised by violations of their land 
and human rights. 
    In addition, there were heated discussions between the company and the 
residents about pollution and water supply in the new residential areas. These 
discussions led to conflicts between the company and the local people, who 
saw their lives deteriorating due to unsustainable mining practices. In this 
chapter, I show how residents engaged in a kind of everyday resistance using 
the mechanisms at their disposal. Because they feared police repression, resi-
dents were unable to take a visible political stance, preferring to use a range 
of low-political resistance practices (Scott 1990:183–184). Their acts of re-
sistance were not limited to the multinational coal industry but indeed chal-
lenged the District Administration of Moatize, which they saw as an accom-
plice in the implementation of the companyʼs plans.  
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5.1 Valeʼs promises to Moatize residents  
Behind the promises made to the people of Moatize at the start of Vale’s pro-
ject was the logic of a mining industry capable of bringing significant eco-
nomic growth to Moatize. However, for Sassen (2014:29–213), the worldʼs 
major corporations contributed to a phase marked by the displacement of peo-
ple from their own life projects and livelihoods, from the social contract at the 
heart of liberal democracy. There has been a rapid growth in corporate profits, 
alongside a rapid growth in government budget deficits, leading to an increase 
in displaced populations in the Global South. Today, corporate institutions are 
increasingly designed to serve corporate economic growth. This is the new 
systemic logic, a logic of exclusion characterised by expulsion. Multinational 
mining projects are also associated with what Comaroff and Comaroff (2001) 
called the triumph of capitalism in the new millennium, a concept that raises 
questions about conflict and social exclusion in different capitalist contexts. 
    Forced resettlements epitomise the social exclusion of certain groups of 
people. Cernea (2000:7–8) argues that the majority of involuntary resettle-
ments worldwide have been unsuccessful, characterised by inequitable distri-
bution of the gains and pains of development. The author presents a model for 
avoiding the risks of landlessness, unemployment, homelessness, marginali-
sation, food insecurity and increased morbidity, loss of access to common 
property resources, and community disarticulation for resettlement pro-
grammes (Cernea 2000:14). The model has a dual focus on risks to be pre-
vented and recovery strategies to be implemented, facilitating its operational 
use as a guide to action. However, like other models, its components can be 
influenced and “manipulated” through informed planning to reduce the impact 
of one or more components as conditions require or allow. This requires con-
sidering these variables as a system of interrelationships rather than as a set of 
separate elements (Cernea 2000:15). 
    Vanclay (2017:5–6) asserts that resettlement as a process of planning and 
moving people, families, and communities from one place to another for a 
specific reason must include compensation for loss of property and resources 
as well as assistance in restoring and improving livelihoods. It must also re-
store and enhance social networks and improve the social functioning of the 
community. The World Bank (2004:05) points out that the simplest way to 
minimise the negative impacts of involuntary resettlement is to design projects 
that minimise land acquisition and the number of people affected by loss of 
land, physical displacement, or disruption of income-generating activities. 
The authorities responsible for the displacement should consult and offer tech-
nically and economically feasible resettlement alternatives to displaced peo-
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ple. Resettled people must have equal or better opportunities to engage in pro-
ductive activities in their new location, thus ensuring their self-sufficiency and 
avoiding a cycle of dependency. 
    In Moatize, Vale established an agreement with small farmers and 
brickmakers that they would receive cash compensation and land to continue 
their agricultural activities or develop other income-generating activities. 
Small farmers would receive what they called seed compensation for the crops 
grown in their machambas, the value of which would depend on the size of 
the machamba and the crops grown on it. Each small farmer would also re-
ceive two hectares of land inside or outside Moatize, with one hectare being 
compensated at a value of 119,000 MT equivalent to US$2,000. Yet the 
machambas that were uncultivated at the time were excluded from the com-
pensation process. For the displacement of the brickmakers, Vale would com-
pensate each with a machamba and a sum of 119,000 MT. If they had also had 
brickworks where they produced clay bricks, they would receive 60,000 MT, 
equivalent to US$1,000 US dollars. 
    According to Selma, a 53-year-old small farmer living in the 25 de Setem-
bro neighbourhood, many residents felt excitement about Valeʼs arrival in 
Moatize, including her, and many mobilised to support the project. When I 
visited at Selmaʼs house in 2021, I experienced what felt like a small earth-
quake for a few seconds. But there was no earthquake. Rather, she reassured 
me, it was just a Vale mine being detonated, something that happened fre-
quently. Selma said that in public consultations with local people, Vale prom-
ised jobs and welfare. It also promised that the resettlement areas would be in 
new, modern neighbourhoods with essential infrastructure. During the consul-
tations, District Administration officials and local leaders, such as neighbour-
hood secretaries, who facilitated the resettlement process, accompanied Vale. 
In order to convince residents that what the company officials promised would 
actually happen, the company invited locals to meetings at a hotel, where it 
showed them on giant screens the best living conditions that awaited them in 
the resettlement areas. It showed the modern houses they would have, the 
paved roads, the gardens, the schools, the water sources 300 metres away, and 
the buses taking uniformed people to their jobs. The huge, alluring pictures 
impressed the residents and made it easier to persuade them to move to the 
resettlement areas. 
    At the end of these presentations, the company prepared banquets, which 
included a variety of dishes that Moatize people enjoyed. After these parties, 
my interlocutors added, people could even take home the leftover food. Vale 
also gave residents the right to use the names of their original neighbourhoods 
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in the resettlement areas. Maps of the new neighbourhoods were made avail-
able in advance, and people indicated where they would like to live in the 
resettlement areas. Small farmers and brickmakers described a harmonious 
process of public consultation in which interactions between them and the 
company were peaceful; what the multinational promised was in line with 
their own development aspirations. All these precautions made residents will-
ing to be resettled without objection. Using the rhetoric of community devel-
opment with the support of District Administration officials, Vale thus suc-
ceeded in its attempts to displace Moatize residents who lived in the coal-rich 
areas. 

5.1.1 The list as a point of contention 
To put its resettlement plan into practice, Vale hired the consultancy firm Di-
agonal Urbano from 2005 to 2006, which carried out a numerical survey of 
the houses to be demolished and rebuilt as part of the resettlement. It also 
calculated the number of brickworks and machambas that would have to be 
paid for.  
    However, a gap between promises and outcomes soon emerged – a gap de-
scribed by Moatize residents, especially small farmers and brickmakers, who 
were most affected by Valeʼs displacement. The gap between promises and 
results also led to a conflict between Vale and the residents, which arose over 
compensation. According to my interlocutors, the company drew up a list of 
people eligible for compensation, with input from district officials and local 
leaders. However, the registration of their machambas and brickworks was 
inaccurate: Vale officials did not register the correct number of properties.  
    Faced with the problems of unpaid compensation, the small farmers and 
brickmakers formed their own committees to represent them against Vale and 
the District Administration. According to the representative of the small farm-
ers’ commission, Vale paid compensation to 1,141 families when it began op-
erations in Moatize, but other small farmers did not receive compensation be-
cause their names were excluded from the list during the registration process. 
The brickmakers representative similarly said that the company only regis-
tered and compensated 847 brickmakers in a process through which 3,000 
brick manufacturers should have been registered. 
    In addition, the list of beneficiaries of the compensation grew sharply due 
to corruption, leading the company to refuse to pay. One brickmaker said that 
the list had been corrupted with the complicity of certain Vale employees, 
Moatize district officials, and representatives from the District Services for 
Economic Activities and the District Service for Planning and Infrastructure 
(SDPI). According to the testimonies from brickmakers and small farmers, 
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these various individuals had jointly corrupted the registration process. Mes-
sias, a 50-year-old resident of the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood, said that 
he had met many people living in Moatize who had gotten themselves put on 
the compensation list as displaced brickmakers. Messias said:  

 
When residents heard that Vale would pay them compensation, they did not hesitate to 
pay some money to get on the list. The list was under the control of the brickmakers, 
but some Vale officials who assured them that the company would pay everyone incited 
them. 

 
The list thus became a point of contention between the Vale and the brickmak-
ers and small farmers. On the one hand, the list of small farmers and brickmak-
ers included names of people who were neither small farmers nor brickmak-
ers. On the other hand, this list excluded some of the real beneficiaries, thus 
escalating the conflict. In this list Vale was supposed to pay only to those who 
had been displaced from their brickworks and machambas, but Vale officials 
reported that the brickmakers had registered names of people who had not 
been displaced from the brickworks or machambas.  
    Reginaldo, a 46-year-old member of a civil society organisation in Moatize, 
with whom I spoke at the CSO’s headquarters, had this to say about the com-
pensation list: 

 
The list of compensation beneficiaries became a point of contention with Vale from the 
moment the company directed the process of registering the beneficiaries, but at a cer-
tain point, some were not registered, although they met the requirements to appear on 
the list and receive the corresponding compensation. 

 
Small farmers and brickmakers negotiated their case first with Vale and then 
with Vulcan.22 In the negotiations with Vale, the company advised these 
groups to take their claims to the District Administration, to which Vale had 
already handed over the compensation funds. However, the District Admin-
istration accused the small farmers and brickmakers of adding extra names in 
order to obtain unjustified financial compensation. The District Administra-
tion acted as a mediator in the negotiations with Vale, but the list of compen-
sation for the brickmakers remained contested. According to the brickmakers 
representative, “the company failed to register more than 3,000 brickmakers.” 
    Following objections from the brickmakers, who claimed that many had not 
received the compensation they were owed, the company gave their repre-

 
22 All the responsibilities that Vale had before selling the Moatize mine to Vulcan have been 
transferred to Vulcan, according to local residents. 
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sentative the authority to identify and register those who had been inadvert-
ently left out. When I spoke to this representative, he told me that a group of 
brickmakers and other citizens of Moatize had threatened him, forcing him to 
put their names on the list. Ultimately, the list grew to 11,000 brickmakers. 
From one perspective, the brickmakers practice could be seen as a tactic to 
illegally benefit from mining compensation, reflecting the broader issue of the 
unfair distribution of the economic resources produced by coal mining. How-
ever, the list case also shows that some brickmakers were victims because they 
did not receive the compensation they were entitled to. The corruption of the 
list harmed them. This fact caused even more discontent among the real ben-
eficiaries, who described coal mining in Moatize as a real curse on their lives. 
    The brickmakers’ representative confirmed that he had included as benefi-
ciaries extra brickmakers from the Ncatanga area, the Liberdade neighbour-
hood, and the village of Ncatete, which are part of the Moatize District, be-
cause he had witnessed their forced displacement without any compensation. 
His decision to manipulate the list in order to add the names of people who, in 
his opinion, were also entitled to compensation can be analysed as a lie or a 
tactic that contrasts with the norms. De Certeau (1984: xix) argues that the 
tactic depends on the game it introduces into the bases of power and the op-
portunities that the power creates. De Certeau (1984:37–39) defines tactics as 
the art of the weak, used by those lacking formalised spaces or institutional 
support, who find and exploit opportunities within systems created by the 
dominant structures.  
    In this way, the tactics of the brickmakersʼ representative show that he and 
the other brickmakers were capable of challenging and subverting dominant 
strategies. It is also an example of individual resistance with collective inter-
ests. Lilja (2022:212) states that such individual acts of resistance are consti-
tutive of collective dissent that goes beyond mere every day or individual ex-
pressions. These acts of resistance are often carried out by individuals who are 
connected to other individuals because of perceived common interests or 
grievances, or because they share the same identity positions. She goes on to 
argue that individual, small-scale practices are not necessarily hidden and that 
there are different forms of resistance, some of which include mobilisations 
that involve both collective action and individual, everyday resistance. 
    As a way of solving the compensation problem, the company decided to 
implement an interview process, but the brickmakersʼ commission did not 
agree with this solution because there were too many brickmakers to inter-
view. The interview process was seen by the brickmakers as a way to waste 
their time and make them give up their demands. 
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5.1.2 Small farmersʼ experiences of displacement and resettlement 
Selemane (2010) points out that in order to make its coal mining project via-
ble, Vale resettled approximately 1,313 families in Moatize, of which 717 
were considered “rural” (small farmers, cattle breeders, and the “unem-
ployed,” according to the companyʼs classification) and resettled in the village 
of Cateme, 35 km from the Municipality of Moatize. The remaining 596 fam-
ilies, considered “urban,” consisted mainly of families of bricklayers, traders, 
mechanics, electricians, merchants, and other professionals. Of the group of 
families with urban characteristics, approximately 288 families were resettled 
in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood, within the Municipality of Moatize, 
and 308 families did not accept Vale’s categorisation and opted for assisted 
compensation. This assisted compensation, as the resettled people in Moatize 
told me, consisted of calculating the value of all their assets to receive cash 
compensation and then finding housing for themselves because they did not 
want to move to the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood. 
    The experiences of displacement and resettlement of the rural population in 
Tete province are not new; small farmers have already been subjected to am-
bitious resettlement plans as part of the Frelimo governmentʼs centralisation 
and rural socialisation project. As part of the overall development strategy in 
Tete, cooperatives, communal villages, and state farms led the rural economy 
and society in the transition to socialism (Coelho 1998:83–85). Household ag-
riculture, which received no state investment throughout the period, was seen 
as doomed to disappear, characterised by negative and backward political, 
economic, social, and cultural values. This increased the difficulties faced by 
families who, despite living in communal villages, continued to use their ag-
ricultural lands. As Coelho (1998:67–68) further explains, the Frelimo gov-
ernment aimed to create 14 villages of 5,000 people per year in Tete, reaching 
a total of 111 new villages for almost 450,000 people by 1985, and to villagise 
the entire population of Tete by 1990. However, of the 783,893 people living 
in Tete in 1982, only 86,804 lived in communal villages. Almost 90 per cent 
remained outside the villages, with most of these people dispersed throughout 
the territory. In short, in the Province of Tete, the new post-independence set-
tlement pattern consisted mainly of so-called informal villages and scattered 
rural properties. 
    The resettlement of people in Tete to communal villages included those dis-
placed by natural disasters, such as droughts and floods, which frequently af-
fect the province. However, in this type of resettlement, people were harmed 
by being moved from fertile land to non-fertile areas, which they then chose 
to abandon. Although they were aware of the risk of flooding in the riverine 
areas, they preferred to return because the agricultural production possible 
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there allowed them to survive (Coelho 1998:69–70). Coelho goes on to argue 
that forcing people to leave their fertile land along the Zambezi and move to 
less fertile areas provoked resistance from small farmers who feared they 
would be unable to produce food and would consequently face starvation. As 
a result, people tended to leave the emergency camps and return to their old 
areas along the river as soon as the water level receded. Government officials 
responsible for implementing these new villages, when faced with peasant re-
sistance to the implementation of communal villages for resettlement of flood-
affected people, explained that this was mainly due to the hidden influence of 
former rulers and religious leaders. However, the reasons for the small farm-
ersʼ resistance to resettlement in new communal villages were also linked to 
their memories of the old Portuguese colonial villages where they were con-
trolled and exploited. In contrast, the residents of Tete, especially those af-
fected by natural disasters, were against being forced to live in politically de-
signed communal villages. The intention was not to exploit them, but rather 
to control them under the new Frelimo regime. One reason for the failure of 
this model of resettlement was that it did not take into account the economic 
and social logic of the people being resettled. 
    Isaacman and Isaacman (2013) also describe how smallholder farmers in 
the Zambezi Valley, in the district of Cahora Bassa, northwest of Tete, have 
evoked memories of being forcibly displaced from their farmland during the 
construction of the largest hydroelectric dam in Mozambiqueʼs history. The 
construction of the dam was motivated by the economic benefits it would 
bring to Tete, and the country as a whole, through the influx of foreign cur-
rency generated by supplying electricity to countries in the region, mainly 
South Africa. However, local communities closely connected to the Zambezi 
River were affected by the construction of the dam, which devastated their 
physical and social world and resulted in their relocation to resettlement 
camps. Water releases also destroyed their crops and flooded their resettle-
ment camps. 
    Ethnographic examples from Moatize during Valeʼs tenure show that the 
displacement of small farmers from their machambas followed acts of police 
repression. One example is Alexandre, a 48-year-old small farmer. Whenever 
I saw him in the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood where he lived, I always 
found him wearing boots and carrying a machete in his hand, going to or com-
ing from the nearby forest where he collected firewood and fruit. Alexandre 
said that the reason for the disagreement that led him to refuse to leave the 
land for which Vale had already obtained mining rights was that he had five 
machambas, but for the purposes of the count, his area was counted as only 
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one machamba. He had refused to leave his land unless he received registra-
tion and compensation for five machambas. Instead, as a way of removing 
him and other small farmers, Vale built a road through the middle of macham-
bas still under dispute. 
    According to Land Law 19/1997, small farmers have the right to use these 
machambas, which legally belong to the state. The residents who lost large 
areas of their machambas to Vale’s mining operations demanded compensa-
tion not only for the lost lands but also for their crops. 
    An analysis of the Moatize case shows that although there were national 
and international standards governing the process of displacement and reset-
tlement, Vale used prerogatives of power to support its own interests and de-
velopment discourses to drive a resettlement process that ended up being un-
sustainable for local people. This is what Kaushal (2009) refers to when he 
writes that displacement and resettlement reflect the relative power of differ-
ent groups involved, in particular the power of politically, economically, and 
socially strong groups to impose harsh sacrifices on weak and unprivileged 
groups. 

5.1.3 Brickmakersʼ experiences of displacement 
José, a 49-year-old brickmaker and former CARBOMOC worker, told me that 
Vale had carried out a survey that identified his neighbourhood brickworks as 
a potential coal area in Moatize. It also found large quantities of coal in the 
neighbourhoods of Bagamoio, Chipanga, and Primeiro de Maio, where many 
other brickmakers had their homes and businesses.  
    According to José, he and his colleagues “taught their sons how to make 
bricks from coal.” Despite brickmaking being considered one of the main eco-
nomic and income-generating activities in Moatize, Vale displaced brickmak-
ers to make way for large-scale coal mining. This displacement had to do with 
discourses of legitimised mining practices, in which the dominant discourse 
of political power defends large-scale mining as capable of bringing develop-
ment, as Engles (2024) described, drawing on the case of Burkina Faso. Many 
of the brickmakers forced out of their brickworks were miners with both the 
colonial-era CCM and the state-owned CARBOMOC under the socialist 
Frelimo government. People who lost their jobs at these companies continued 
to mine in the area, firing bricks by using the coal as fuel from the abandoned 
mines of the former state mining company. Talking to José at his brickyard in 
Moatize one morning, I realised the conditions under which the bricks were 
made, including the fact that a lot of smoke was emitted during the production 
process. I also learned that due to the high temperatures in Moatize, brickmak-
ers do not wear shirts during the production process. On other occasions, I met 
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with José in more informal settings, particularly on weekends when he was 
not working. These encounters, often over a beer, created a relaxed atmos-
phere that facilitated open conversation. While I took part socially, my pri-
mary role remained that of an observer. 
    Prior to the arrival and operation of large-scale mining projects such as 
Valeʼs in 2007, the only legislation regulating the process of human resettle-
ment in Mozambique was Lei de Ordenamento do Território 19/2007 – Law 
19/2007 on land use planning. Curiously, Decreto 31/2012 sobre o processo 
de reassentamento resultante da actividade económica – Decree 31/2012 ap-
proved the regulation on the process of resettlement resulting from economic 
activities. This decree was based on Law 19/2007, which was the only legal 
instrument available that mentioned the expropriation of citizensʼ property in 
the context of spatial planning. Decree 31/2012 came at a time when tensions 
between Vale and the residents of Moatize had reached alarming levels, with 
police cracking down on small farmers and brickmakers who refused to leave 
their machambas or brickworks. The brickmakers described their process of 
displacement as having begun in 2012. The first area from which the company 
removed brickmakers was the Chipanga neighbourhood. According to the 
brickmakers representative, in 2012 a group of 137 brickmakers who had to 
close their brickworks, were displaced, and then received compensation. Com-
pany officials, accompanied by District Administration officials, went to the 
Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood between 2015 and 2016, according to 
brickmakersʼ representatives, where they removed a group of 596 brickmak-
ers, the same group being compensated and their brickworks geographically 
registered on GPS. 

5.1.4 Protestations and court cases   
Deutsch Welle Africa (20/7/2017), through its correspondent Fernando Amós, 
reported that a dispute over land between mining company Vale and the com-
munity of Nhanchere resulted in the death of a 25-year-old man on 13 July 
2017. The young man was allegedly shot near the site of a protest organised 
by residents of Nhanchere on the outskirts of the municipality. The protest 
was demanding access to the interior of the area granted to Vale, where the 
residents collected firewood and grazed their cattle. As Deutsch Welle Africa 
(20/7/2017) reported, the confusion began when a company subcontracted by 
Vale wanted to close the only route into Valeʼs concession area. When the 
locals learned of this decision, made without their input, locals began to pro-
test. According to the report, a police force was mobilised to put down the 
resistance and was forced to open fire because of the peopleʼs response. “As 
the people fled the police shooting, a man who had come to observe the strike 
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was shot dead.” Vale has denied responsibility for the young manʼs death, 
reiterating that the sealing of mining exploration areas is a legal requirement 
and that Vale has been sealing the large area where the incident occurred since 
2013. The company added that “one of its values is to put life first. It also 
believes that sealing the area is essential to ensure the safety of the people 
themselves” (Deutsche Welle Africa 20/7/2017). 
    Sérgio, the 47-year-old brickmakersʼ representative, described how Vale 
had evicted brickmakers from their brickworks, their sole source of survival. 
In 2020, Vale went to Ncatanga, in Moatize, where additional brickmakers 
and small farmers were based. In this area, Sérgio said, only the small farmers 
received seed compensation. The brickmakers demanded payment of their 
compensation before they would leave, but the company officials told them to 
complain to the District Administration because the company had transferred 
the compensation there. Eventually the police intervened and removed the 
brickmakers. According to their representative, Sérgio, the company was 
supposed to carry out a GPS registration of their area, as had been done in 
the Chipanga and Primeiro de Maio neighbourhoods, so that they could be 
identified and given the compensation owed to them. However, this proce-
dure was not followed. According to Sérgio, in order to disperse them when 
they refused to leave, the police fired in the air, hitting one woman in the 
foot. Vale security guards and police were then used against the brickmakers 
and others who insisted on entering the area. Vale also hired another com-
pany to go to the site with trucks to remove the bricks that had been made, 
as well as the ovens used to make the bricks. Sérgio said that one of the 
arguments Vale used to remove the brickmakers was that some of the 
brickmaking areas were in coal mining areas and were at risk of accidents 
during Valeʼs coal mining activities. 
    Sérgio recounted how in the end of the removal of the brickmakers and their 
brickworks, they had ended under the Moatize bridge, where a significant 
number of brickmakers had already been removed by the company. The 
Moatize river area was rich in crushed stone, necessary for the production of 
bricks, and brickmakers described how the river’s shore was the only existing 
alternative location to produce their bricks.  
    The District Administration’s discourse about the compensation issue, ar-
ticulated through its higher officials, was that some small farmers and 
brickmakers who complained about the non-payment of compensation had ac-
tually receive it but misspent the amount and returned to demand a new pay-
ment. This, according to a District Administration official, “may have been 
one of the reasons for the growing list of small farmers and brickmakers de-
manding compensation from the company.”  
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    I also heard from a police officer I befriended that the brickmakers involved 
in conflicts with Vale were vandals, not owners of the brickworks for which 
they were demanding compensation. However, the way in which Vale re-
moved the brickmakers from their brickworks was criticised by CSOs in 
Moatize as a violation of human rights. The CSOs pointed to the mining com-
pany’s excessive use of force, enabled by the police. These organisations in-
sisted that the issue of removal and compensation for the brickmakers must be 
resolved in the courts, where Vale and state officials, as well as local leaders 
and the police, could be prosecuted for their role in violating the brickmakersʼ 
human rights. 
    In February 2023, according to Reginaldo, a member of a CSO in Moatize, 
a meeting was organised by Vulcan and attended by small farmers, brickmak-
ers, and members of the Tete provincial government and the Moatize District 
Administration, as well as representatives of the Republic of Mozambique po-
lice. During the meeting, Vulcan explained that the list of 11,000 brickmakers 
could not be used to pay compensation because it was unrealistic; besides, the 
company did not have the financial resources to do so, even if it wanted to. As 
Reginaldo told me, the police were present as guests to be informed but also 
to discourage possible protests by alleged brickmakers demanding undue 
compensation. In line with previous cases in which the District Administration 
took repressive action against those who opposed the company’s plans, the 
police presence at the February 2023 meeting was another example of how the 
state’s powerful resources prevailed over the brickmakers’ weak tactics in re-
solving the issues surrounding the list. 
    The Moatize case shows that some small farmers and brickmakers were 
deceived, first by Vale and then Vulcan, but that they also developed tactics 
to benefit financially when economic resources produced by coal mining were 
otherwise unfairly distributed. These tactics are part of the political world of 
marginalised people, in which they express their outrage and denounce the 
extractive practices of the powerful (cf. Ferguson 2010).  
    Due to a political environment characterised by the repression of any dis-
course that contradicted the practice of coal mining, the residents of Moatize, 
especially small farmers and brickmakers, were reluctant to organise open col-
lective actions against the company. The environment of censorship, as well 
as the persecution of the organisers of the mobilisations, created a climate of 
terror, which means that criticism was always made anonymously in order to 
avoid identification and punishment.  
    Residents also carried out individual and collective acts of infrapolitics 
against negative mining practices by circulating videos on social media of 
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mining activities that degraded the local quality of life. I observed the distri-
bution of videos that showed the harmful side of Valeʼs and later Vulcanʼs 
mining practices. These videos showed, for example, black water coming out 
of the taps and food covered in coal dust. The makers of these videos have 
never identified themselves for fear of reprisals. The state presented its con-
cern as the criticism grew. Some residents reported that the police had issued 
notices to report to the police station to explain the messages and videos crit-
icising Vale’s mining practices. In their defence, they said that they were only 
circulating what they had received. They were consequently warned not to 
share that type of content on social media. 
    The social dimensions of Valeʼs development project are better understood 
from a human rights perspective in a context where the company itself man-
aged the project with the state, excluding local people from the governance 
process. Both the company and the state as joint instigators of the project saw 
local people as agents to be transformed and used power mechanisms to re-
press whoever opposed the project’s intentions. Vale’s displacement practices 
contrasted with a planned displacement and resettlement that sought to com-
pensate and create adequate socio-economic conditions for the displaced, 
while the residents’ descriptions show how Vale ignored the brickmakers’ le-
gal rights. 
    Law 19/2007 on land use planning and Decree 31/2012 on the regulation of 
the process of resettlement resulting from economic activities, which should 
have allowed compensation for the small farmers and brickmakers, left loop-
holes for different interpretations by the District Administration and Vale of-
ficials. Law 19/2007 on land use planning is ambiguous when it comes to the 
payment of tangible and intangible assets, as well as the loss of productive 
assets in relation to the displacement of people. It should also be mentioned 
that the model of monetary compensation for small farmers and brickmakers 
was inadequate, given that they were deprived of their means of subsistence – 
the fact that some of them received monetary payment did not imply the return 
of their means of survival. The brickmakers and small farmers lost land assets 
that had a value difficult to measure in financial terms, since their whole sur-
vival depended on that land. The compensation money itself, as some resettled 
people reported, “did nothing to protect our livelihoods.” 

5.2 Moatize resettlement neighbourhoods 
The lives of the residents of Moatize, especially in the 25 de Setembro reset-
tlement neighbourhood, although characterised by complaints about coal min-
ing practices, also included enjoyable social moments. On these occasions, 
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which I attended several times, I noticed that the residents put aside frustration 
and were able to have fun with friends and family members. On a Saturday in 
May 2021, I attended a ceremony called Xitique in the 25 de Setembro neigh-
bourhood, invited by Fred, a 43-year-old friend I met on another day of fun in 
the city of Moatize. Xitique is a rotating exchange system organised by a group 
of people as a system of mutual aid or solidarity.  
    When I attended the practice as a guest, the people had agreed to hold a 
monthly exchange to give money to the person who had benefited from Xi-
tique that month. There were six members in the group, and they had agreed 
to collect 10,000 MT per person each month, equivalent to US$167 US. On 
that particular day, Fred received 60,000 MT, equivalent to US$1000, which 
included his contribution, although it is not obligatory to contribute when it is 
the recipientʼs turn. The date for the Xitique was set for the end of the month 
when all members had received their salaries. From the moment the member 
receives the Xitique amount, he is obliged to make the same contribution of 
10,000 MT until he reaches the sixth person, and then the next round follows. 
    When I arrived at Fredʼs house, the Xitique members were not the only 
guests present – he had also invited some of his extended family. The tables 
were filled with food, drinks, and a cake, as though it were a birthday party. 
The ceremony began with a prayer by one of the family members, followed 
by lunch. Then the money was handed over, but since three of the members 
had already transferred their portion to Fredʼs bank account, they instead gave 
him proof of the transfer. The party continued, the cake was cut, Fred put on 
some music, and we all started dancing as a sign of joy and the fact that things 
had gone well. 
    After a few beers, Fred told me that the Xitique had helped him a lot because 
whenever he received the money, he was able to do things that his small salary 
could not support. According to him, the group not only brought friends to-
gether to have fun, but also gave him access to a sum of money he would not 
have been able to earn as a salary. This ceremony is a form of social solidarity 
through which members continue to expand their network of relationships. 
The larger Xitique solidarity network is also important for the local population, 
especially in times of illness, when people from the same neighbourhood mo-
bilise to support the family in question. As they say, “Life is a Xitique,” which 
means that today it is this one, but tomorrow another will also need help. This 
is why the residents feel obliged to participate in this solidarity mechanism. 
    A group of resettled people in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood also told 
me that they were initially very excited when they arrived at their new Vale-
built house because the resettlement area had infrastructure that their old 
neighbourhood lacked – modern amenities such as a health centre, a municipal 
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market, and paved streets, as well as luxury homes belonging to wealthy resi-
dents who benefited from the mining industry. However, my interviews with 
residents reveal that both the mining company and the state deceived them and 
subjected them to the so-called “curse of coal mining.” Locals talked about 
maldição dos recursos, which in English means the curse of the resources. 
This term is used to describe the negative impact of coal mining in Moatize. 
For local people, it would have been better if the project had not gone ahead 
because it brought harm rather than any socio-economic benefit.  
    The excitement soon faded when problems with the construction of the 
houses and the water supply appeared. Over time, the resettled peopleʼs high 
expectations were dashed completely as their houses cracked and began to 
leak when it rained. The resettled people of Cateme also claimed that a year 
after they arrived in the resettlement areas, the new houses began to develop 
cracks because the construction company had not laid solid foundations to 
support them. As one resettled small farmer in Cateme said, “When we com-
plained about the danger posed by the cracks in our houses, the officials of the 
company said that it had something to do with the tremors.” However, the coal 
mines were situated a considerable distance away in the town of Moatize, 35 
km from Cateme.  
    Residents in the resettlement area of 25 de Setembro neighbourhood said 
that conditions in the area were worse than in the Chipanga neighbourhood, 
where they had lived before Valeʼs mining operations. Another resettled resi-
dent in 25 de Setembro told me that in Chipanga, seven public standpipes sup-
plied the neighbourhood with unlimited water, with no restrictions on the use 
of water, even for residents served by the public network (FIPAG). By con-
trast, the resettlement area of 25 de Setembro lacked a proper water supply 
network.  
     The Moatize District Administration, through one of my interlocutors in 
the Serviço Distrital de Planeamento e Infraestrutura (SDPI, District Plan-
ning and Infrastructure Service), referred to the issue of small farmers’ reset-
tlement and acknowledged that the resettled people did indeed face challenges 
in the resettlement areas. As he explained during the interview, some small 
farmers, in order to support themselves, asked the restoration of their income 
they lost when they were displaced. He added that the resettled people had 
themselves to blame for their bad situation. He explained that when the survey 
questionnaire was administered to classify residents within the resettlement 
framework, many who were not small farmers identified themselves as such. 
Those who identified themselves as small farmers, rightly or wrongly, in 
Valeʼs quantitative survey were therefore resettled in the rural environment of 
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Cateme. However, some of them did not know how to cultivate land. The peo-
ple resettled in Cateme received more support in terms of the compensation 
package, such as land and agricultural tools, than did people resettled in the 
urban area of Moatize. However, it was in this village that popular mobilisa-
tions against unsustainable mining practices were most violent, as I will show 
in Chapter 6. 
    Resettled people described that almost none of the promises made by Vale 
were fulfilled, and their standard of living had been greatly reduced. Accord-
ing to them, Valeʼs contracted construction company had been dishonest when 
it built precarious houses that later cracked, endangering their lives. Resettled 
people were also forced to live entirely in a money economy, as the mining 
company had taken away their land. They had less money but more expenses, 
having to pay their new houses’ water bills. They had to buy the food that they 
had previously grown on their fields, while they had no opportunity to find 
paid work in Moatize.  
    The resettlement of residents to the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood also had 
spiritual consequences for them. In the socio-spiritual world of the people of 
Moatize, the living and the dead interact. However, resettled traditional heal-
ers described themselves as being ignored and not given space by the local 
authorities. The traditional healers, who believe they have control over the 
spirits in Moatize, said they should have moved the dead from the old ceme-
teries to the new one in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood. The Moatize Dis-
trict Administration has recognised only Queen Ana Spanela as a representa-
tive of the spirit world, to the exclusion of traditional healers, who claimed 
this neglect caused the spirits of the dead to wander and possess people – some 
of whom went mad and eventually died. From what I gathered, the political 
figure in the traditional hierarchy is the Queen, who holds the officially rec-
ognised position of régulo (see Decree 35/2012). The traditional healers, who 
are also part of this hierarchy, believe that the Queen overshadows their 
power. They produce all kinds of discourses to criticise her regular presence 
at ceremonies organised by the District Administration. 
    In Wiegink’s (2022) study of Mualádzi, she showed how problematic the 
relocation of the dead is when carried out without respect for the socio-spir-
itual world, which is much neglected in development-related projects. In Mua-
ládzi, the local people believed that the relocation of their deceased relatives 
to an empty cemetery would result in many deaths. Local traditional healers 
advised that starting to bury the dead in an empty graveyard would bring more 
deaths, as those buried first would feel alone (Wiegink 2022:91–92). The com-
pany that resettled the people to Mualádzi should have moved the dead at the 
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same time, as promised; then it would have been possible to start using the 
cemetery as if it were the old one in Capanga.  

The involuntary resettlement of Moatize residents was supposed to follow 
a set of principles designed to protect the dignity and human rights of those 
displaced. Although Mozambiqueʼs legislation on displacement and resettle-
ment – introduced after the implementation of the multinational mining pro-
ject– followed international guidelines, in practice these principles were not 
effectively implemented, revealing a gap between policy and practice. 

5.2.1 The mudzi house and the resettlement houses 
The resettlement of the residents of Moatize ignored their traditional housing 
model, which corresponds to their socio-cultural practices. Within residents’ 
courtyards in Moatize, it is common to find several households living together 
in domestic groups in what locals call a mudzi house. These houses can be 
spatially divided, firstly by the main house, usually the largest, which is occu-
pied by the head of the family, his wife, and their underage sons. In the back-
yard of the main house are smaller brick houses that belong to the married 
sons of the head of the family. The number of households within the mudzi 
house depends on the number of sons and their willingness to continue this 
form of spatial organisation. The family group in the mudzi house has joint 
economic goals. The smaller households within the mudzi house contribute to 
support the extended family, since each adult member has a machamba or 
produces clay bricks that bring income for the extended family.  
    The mudzi house functions as a support network for its members, particu-
larly because their livelihood depends primarily on agricultural products, 
which are scarce in the dry season. The importance of the various sons’ house-
holds in the mudzi house lies mainly in the members pooling their resources, 
which can take the form of food or even money from the sale of bricks. Nor-
mally, the father is the head of the household, and he wants his sons to remain 
in his household, bringing continuity to the extended family. A father and head 
of the family in his 60s stated, “In modern times, the sons manage to leave the 
mudzi house when they find another place to live because they have the finan-
cial conditions to do so, and others manage to find work in places far away 
from Moatize.” He emphasized that the head of the household tends to delay 
the departure of a well-earning son. As he pointed out, “the departure of a 
member who contributes to the survival of the family group unbalances the 
economic level of the family.”  
    However, the 25 de Setembro resettlement planners did not develop mudzi 
houses to accomodate this household structure, even though it is one of the 
main local ways to organise dwellings. The consultancy company Diagonal 
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Urbano created a socio-economic register of families based on their numerical 
composition, occupation, and whether they had machambas. Once the impact 
study was completed, Vale hired another company to send teams to the old 
neighbourhoods to measure the square metres of the main houses. The com-
pany carried out these measurements without taking into account the logic of 
the social organisation of families – and without any prior study of the conse-
quences for the local population. The company measured only the main house 
of the mudzi, excluding other small houses in the compound. 
    The company designed five new types of resettlement houses. To create 
these house types, the companyʼs technicians measured only the length and 
width of the main house and then calculated its area. The first, type A, was 10 
to 15 square metres. Type B was 25 square metres, type C was 35 square me-
tres, type D was 45 square metres, and type E was 55 square metres. These 
modern resettlement houses were constructed from sheet houses techniques 
that differed significantly from those used for traditional dwellings in Moatize. 
Traditional dwellings in Moatize typically have walls made of wattle and daub 
(a wooden frame filled with clay or mortar) or sun-dried mud bricks. Their 
roofs are usually made of a wooden frame covered with straw, zinc, or tiles.  
    The resettled people in type A houses received one bedroom and one living 
room. This fact caused problems because the space was organised in a way 
that made this house feel smaller than the one they had in their old neighbour-
hood. It also introduced an uncomfortable situation because those living in a 
type A house had to accommodate boys and girls in the same space, going 
against local cultural practices in which it is important that boys and girls have 
their own spaces. According to the resettled people, having boys and girls 
share the same space disregarded their traditional norms of social and spatial 
organisation. Consequently, they demanded houses from Vale similar to those 
they had in their former neighbourhoods, but to no avail.  
    The spatial problems were not solved, and many of the residents abandoned 
these impractical modern houses. Some of the residents rented their houses 
to the miners, while others sold them and looked for new houses in the coun-
tryside that would better suit their household organisation. In this hostile 
environment, some of the local population chose to attempt to restore the 
traditional mudzi housing by peaceful means, while others openly mobilised 
and demanded their rights. But because Vale refused to acknowledge their 
needs, the only way for them to change their spatial organisation was to do 
it themselves.  
    The case of the resettled residents of Moatize who did not adapt to the new 
style of houses built by Vale is comparable to the study by Harries (1994) of 
Mozambican migrants who worked in South African mines. Harries shows 
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how, in the context of working in the mines, the Mozambicans interpreted 
their experiences on the basis of their own culture. Harries (1994:40–49) notes 
that Mozambican migrant miners were housed in small burnt-brick barracks 
with galvanised iron roofs, but most men preferred the privacy of a hut shared 
with friends or relatives. On arrival, these men lived in hastily constructed 
shelters on their employers’ land. As they became familiar with the mining 
fields, many attempted to gain more control, left their employers’ areas, and 
moved to black communities on the fringes of the mining camps. There they 
built simple huts alongside the mud, stone, and brick houses of more estab-
lished community members. 
    In Moatize, the District Administration officials argued that the reasons for 
the unsuccessful resettlement process were cultural issues. Most of the reset-
tled people had never lived in sheet houses before and accused the Admin-
istration of trying to kill them with strange housing, therefore demanding to 
return to their previous homes. In a conversation with Finória, a 60-year-old 
woman, she said that she had grown up in a mudzi-type house in Chipanga but 
was later resettled by Vale in one of the modern houses built in the 25 de 
Setembro neighbourhood, which caused her to lose her connection with the 
spirits of her ancestors. According to her, “the spirits of the ancestors do not 
recognise the type of house in which I was resettled.” Furthermore, in these 
types of houses she no longer performed traditional ceremonies such as 
Malombo, which had previously been very important in her daily life. She told 
me it was through this ceremony, performed in a mudzi house, that she made 
contact with her ancestors and received the protection she sought. As she said, 
“many of the resettled people, like me, have left the resettlement areas because 
Vale has not built mudzi houses in them, which are the type of traditional 
housing that is appropriate for us.” 

5.2.2 Water supply and pollution in Moatize 
In Moatize, drinking water issues were linked to administrative policies and 
FIPAG’s water provision, leading to widespread resentment over water scar-
city during long, dry periods. Water in Moatize is particularly scarce between 
September and January, forcing residents to find creative ways to access it. 
During this period, poorer residents – mostly women – formed kilometre-long 
queues, carrying multiple containers to collect water from different suppliers. 
Even those with taps in their homes had to join the queue, as their water supply 
often ran dry.   
    The wealthier residents, who invested in real estate, benefited from the start 
of mining activities by renting their property to outsiders. Initially, they or-
ganised trucks to drive to the FIPAG depots or to the rivers to bring water to 
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their rented houses. The cost of water was included in the rent because with-
out water, tenants quickly abandoned their homes. However, the lack of 
water in Moatize also became a business opportunity for the truck owners, 
who began to sell water to residents whose taps had no water, or who simply 
did not have a tap and relied on water from public fountains, which FIPAG 
had not provided. 
    As the poorer residents pointed out, FIPAG caused many practical and 
economic hardships for the resettled residents in the 25 de Setembro neigh-
bourhood, as well as in the other neighbourhoods of Bagamoio, Chithatha, 
Primeiro de Maio, and Liberdade. Residents did not understand the function 
of their taps at home, as water was only delivered twice a week. As one 
resettled resident said, “The water is delivered at dawn while we are asleep, 
but we have to wake up to fill the containers because the supply is cut off 
in the early hours of the morning.” I heard people in the resettlement area 
criticising FIPAG on a daily basis and calling for improvement to the water 
supply system. 
    In the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood, residents were most unhappy about 
the fact that wealthy people in Vale’s gated community had a water supply 
system that drew water directly from the Zambezi River, which, after being 
treated, was piped into their homes. The poorer people of Moatize wondered 
why FIPAG was not trying to improve the water supply outside the gentrified 
areas where Vale employees lived. In the neighbourhoods with water re-
strictions, residents believed that since Vale has caused the water access prob-
lems, it should also be responsible for supplying affecting residents with 
drinking water. 
    Faced with long periods of irregular water supply, and monthly bills for 
something they could not access, the poorer residents preferred to cancel their 
contracts with the water company and look for private water suppliers. A 
group of resettled residents facing water shortages mobilised against both 
FIPAG and Vale, demanding the construction of public drinking water foun-
tains. They argued this was only reasonable since they had enjoyed sufficient 
access to water in their former neighbourhoods. Even so, FIPAG did not build 
the requested public water fountains. The local Consultative Council,23 how-
ever, alarmed by the residents’ mobilisation, requested that water supply be 

 
23 Consultative Councils are organs for the participation of local communities in the decentral-
ised governance process in Mozambique. In Moatize, the Consultative Councils are responsible 
for discussing and deliberating on local development priorities, such as consulting citizens on 
the management of the 2.75% mining revenue fund allocated by the government to communi-
ties affected by mining. As the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood receives a 2.75% share of the 
mining revenue fund, its Consultative Council can prioritise the construction of public drinking 
fountains to provide residents with water that FIPAG is unable to supply to their homes. In 
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included as one of the priorities for the 2.75% mining revenue funds that the 
government channelled to communities. The people who had managed to stay 
in the resettlement area without a reliable water supply demanded the instal-
lation of public taps with an electric pump system that would allow them to 
draw water whenever they needed it. However, the hired contractors installed 
a simple drinking water fountain with basic taps, similar to the FIPAG taps, 
which supplied water only at restricted times.  
    Residents stated that pollution problems in Moatize had been minimal but 
increased after Vale began its operations. People were also aware that coal 
mining had led to increased health problems. As shown by Hota and Behera 
(2016) and Leuenberger et al. (2021), open-cast coal mines emit significant 
amounts of pollutants such as ozone, sulphur oxides, and nitrogen oxides, with 
serious implications to local people’s health and livelihoods. In everyday life 
in Moatize, people suffered from pollution, mine explosions, and dust that 
discoloured food and water both inside and outside their homes. In the 25 de 
Setembro neighbourhood, for example, the water that came out of taps in the 
early morning was black. FIPAG dismissed public concerns, saying the black 
water in the mornings was normal because the company always cleaned the 
water tanks at that time. Because of this problem, people dependent on 
FIPAGʼs water used it only after it has been boiled. They told me that “when 
the water is boiled at 100 degrees, the impurities in the liquid are eliminated.” 
Some people used water filters to treat water. Residents who could afford it 
bought 25-litre containers of water from supermarkets and used it only for 
drinking, reserving the water that came out of the tap for showering and wash-
ing dishes and clothes.  

5.2.3 Consultations with Vale 
In 2021, despite having already announced its intention to abandon coal min-
ing in Moatize, Vale announced the opening of Block 2. This expansion of its 
coal mining areas would involve the displacement of more small farmers from 
their homes and machambas. A series of public consultations were held with 
small farmers and CSOs. I attended one such civil society consultation meet-
ing at the Hotel Moatize after seeing the announcement of the meeting in Jor-
nal Noticiais, one of the countryʼs main newspapers. The announcement stated 
that individuals or CSOs members interested in attending should send an email 
to the consultancy company that Vale had hired to run it. All those registered 

 
chapter six, I will analyse how they are involved in management that is more tailored to their 
problems. 
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for the meeting received a Vale document describing the companyʼs achieve-
ments since arriving in Moatize. This document also described the Valeʼs 
plans to open Block 2.  
    Government representatives from the Ministry of Mineral Resources at-
tended the meeting. Valeʼs environmental consultants, who sat in the front 
row, chaired the meeting, which was attended by 42 people, most of whom 
were members of local civil society organisations. The first person to speak 
was Vale’s main representative, who explained the reasons for calling the 
meeting: to consult CSOs members and other individuals on the opening of 
Block 2. He then gave the floor to an environmental consultant, who presented 
Valeʼs expansion plan and the opening of Block 2 using PowerPoint slides. 
The presentation was given in Portuguese, with no need for translation be-
cause everyone present spoke Portuguese. At the end of the meeting, a caterer 
hired by Vale gave everyone a takeaway lunch. 
    The Vale consultant who chaired the meeting said that opening Block 2 for 
coal mining would have no negative impact on the local people. The CSOs 
members present disagreed, with one remarking, “When the company arrived 
in Moatize, Vale made the same promises it is making today, but in the end, 
it only set back the social life of the people of Moatize.” Vale has been openly 
criticised for water shortages and pollution by CSOs that attended the consul-
tation meeting, but at the meeting, Vale denied that it was causing pollution 
problems. Its consultants stated that the level of pollution in Moatize was min-
imal and therefore could not cause health problems for citizens. Citing their 
own air quality monitoring equipment, Valeʼs consultants denied any effects, 
insisting there was no danger from Valeʼs mining activities. 
    Vale denied the environmental damage caused by its coal mining opera-
tions, refusing to compensate the local population for the harm it caused. Alt-
hough the company was aware of the harmful effects of its operations on the 
people of Moatize, it produced a discourse that contradicted the lived experi-
ences of residents. Because the District Administration had no air quality mon-
itors to compare with Valeʼs, residents continued to suffer the negative effects 
of coal mining without any action being taken to minimise them. 
    The CSOs representatives argued that Vale mining activities have nega-
tively impacted local life, particularly in terms of food and water, with coal 
dust often contaminating water supplies. They also argued that the scientific 
criteria used for measuring air quality differed from those used by the resi-
dents, who wanted to compare the situation before and after mining activities.  
    The case of displacement and resettlement in Moatize indicates that plan-
ners and politicians with the same mindset designed it. One could say they 
speak the same language – the language of self-interest and profit. The needs 
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and aspirations of local people were not considered. Contrary to what was 
expected in Moatize, a gap emerged between development rhetoric and prac-
tice, leading to frustration and discontent among Moatize residents that mate-
rialised in protests against Vale and the District Administration, as I will show 
in Chapter 6. The residents’ experience of waiting for development that did 
not come can be compared to the expectation of modernity described by Fer-
guson (1999) in Zambia. Ferguson describes how a small-scale society in the 
Copperbelt in Zambia was suddenly replaced by large-scale industrialism. The 
expansion of the mining economy that drove this urbanisation process was a 
stereotypically industrial one, whose noisy smelters and sooty miners seemed 
to repeat a familiar chapter in the usual narratives of the Westʼs own rise to 
modernity, evoking in particular the iconic images of the early period of mod-
ern British industrialisation (Ferguson 1999:4–5). Somewhere along the way, 
however, the “African Industrial Revolution” went off the rails. Zambiaʼs 
roadmap to emergence via industrialisation and urbanisation was confounded 
by more than two decades of steep economic decline. 
    According to Ferguson (1999), the Copperbelt was seen as a symbol of pro-
gress and modern life, with mining jobs offering a route to improved social 
status and economic stability. However, the decline of the industry shattered 
these dreams for many, leading to a sense of disillusionment and a questioning 
of modernity itself. The disillusionment of the Zambian people stemmed from 
the negative practices of neo-liberal policies, particularly the Structural Ad-
justment Programmes imposed by the International Monetary Fund and the 
World Bank. Their policies included the privatisation of the mining sector, the 
reduction of state subsidies, and austerity measures. Privatisation led to a de-
cline in mining output, job losses, and a deterioration in living standards. The 
comparison that can be made with Moatize is that with the privatisation of 
CARBOMOC, the state withdrew its support for the miners, and the labour 
market under the new company was governed by rules that privileged foreign 
workers, exacerbating economic hardship in Moatize, particularly for those 
who depended on mining for their livelihoods. I demonstrated and analysed 
this through the discourses of former CARBOMOC workers, who spoke of 
their marginalisation when Vale arrived. 

5.3 Conclusion 
In this chapter, I examined the experiences of displacement and resettlement 
of Moatize residents in the context of neoliberal coal exploitation. I demon-
strated the gap between Valeʼs development discourses and its actual prac-
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tices, showing how the coal mining project degraded residentsʼ means of sur-
vival. When the state failed to protect them, residents responded by adopting 
tactics to challenge and subvert Vale’s dominant strategies. 
    The residentsʼ accounts painted a powerful multinational mining company 
as being allied with the Moatize District Administration, which, in their words, 
had marginalised them. Although the local peopleʼs agency was undermined 
by repressive practices of the state police, who prevented them from holding 
open demonstrations, they denounced bad mining practices in a variety of 
ways, revealing the power inherent in seemingly mundane actions. One exam-
ple was the tactics adopted by Moatize residents – particularly brickmakers 
and small farmers – to benefit from Valeʼs mining resources by manipulating 
the list of compensation beneficiaries. Although some residents lied to get 
listed, their aim was to secure a share of the mining-related economic re-
sources, which they believed were distributed unfairly among the residents. 
    These tactics were used after the open form of resistance, such as strikes 
and demonstrations, proved ineffective in the face of police repression. Given 
the repressive nature of the police in Moatize, residents found other ways to 
continue the struggle against the violation of their rights, using practices of 
everyday resistance that at times relied on the open criticism voice by CSOs 
at the both the local and national level. Through these resistance tactics, such 
as circulating anonymous videos in social media, it was possible for residents 
to push back to Vale bad mining practices. 
    The fact that residents had to resort to covert resistance tactics signals that 
they have lost not only their economic rights but also their political right to 
protest openly against a state that defends the neoliberal interests of the mul-
tinational company Vale rather than the dignity of its citizens. The use of re-
pressive means against people fighting for their rights has led locals to mistrust 
state institutions and to seek alternate ways to make their grievances heard. 
What remained was a sense of injustice and revolt, as seen in the case of the 
brickmakers, suggesting that resistance to the mining company would con-
tinue, even under the threat of police repression. This is illustrated in the next 
chapter, which presents the tense political climate that followed the police re-
pression of open resistance. In its aftermath, rumours, gossip, and private con-
versations about harmful mining practices became part of daily life in Moatize 
– and part of the residents’ ongoing forms of struggle. 
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Chapter 6. Mobilisation for Mining and Land 
Resources 

In this chapter, I analyse different forms of residentsʼ mobilisation, both covert 
and overt, that escalated into violence and were later repressed by the police 
in Moatize, thus raising the issue of human rights violations. Faced with police 
repression and a decline in their living standards due to harmful mining prac-
tices, residents chose to rebel. The more violent forms of political action, such 
as riots and rebellions, were quickly stopped so as not to jeopardise Valeʼs 
coal mining project.  However, the mobilisation of residents to access the eco-
nomic benefits of mining also involved engaging with official mechanisms 
controlled by the state at the district level. I analyse the debates about the 
transfer of the mining revenue fund to the District Administration and their 
subsequent management, which was shared with local Consultative Councils. 
I argue that the management of the mining revenue fund became a source of 
conflict between residents and the state because this fund did not serve the 
community development but instead benefitted the private financial interests 
of certain state officials.  
    The chapter begins with a discussion of the residentsʼ mobilisation and the 
repression they faced. It then examines their forms of resistance, including the 
actions and reactions of members of the local Consultative Councils. In meet-
ings with the District Administration, these council members decided the de-
velopment priorities of the communities that legally received the mining rev-
enue fund. Hence, resistance was both formal and informal, overt and covert. 

6.1 Residentsʼmobilisation and police repression  
The mobilisation of the residents of Moatize took different forms in the reset-
tlement areas of Cateme and the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood.  
    The resettlement process of Cateme began in 2009 and ended in 2011, but 
according to the residents, the relationship between the Vale and the newly 
resettled people soured when the company failed to construct a paved road, 
part of the package of promises Vale made when it first arrived. The road was 
seen as important because it would facilitate trade and travel to other areas, 
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both within and outside Moatize. In addition to the broken promise of the road, 
the machambas that Vale offered as compensation were not suitable for culti-
vation because they were full of stones, as one small farmer said. Flávio, 52 
years old, small farmer in Cateme, put it this way: 
  

The company bought fertiliser to make the land productive, but the fertiliser was new 
to us and we had never used it before. Vale hired another company to train us to use the 
fertiliser. However, we had information that the fertiliser product would spoil the land 
and make it impossible to germinate. I and other small farmers understood that the com-
pany was not committed to buying fertiliser for us for a long time. 

 
Accordingly, the resettled small farmers felt forced into a system that required 
them had to invest money in new products for their machambas, something 
they had never done before. Consequently, they resisted by choosing not to 
fertilise the land.  
    At the local political level, the resettled people found that their community 
leaders – which included neighbourhood secretaries, local chiefs, and block 
chiefs – had been violating their rights in the name of the District Administra-
tion. These leaders were supposed to represent their needs to the state, but 
according to most residents, they were instead in league with Vale and District 
Administration officials, meaning that their demands would have no effect.  
    As Flávio explained to me, many community leaders in Moatize were ap-
pointed based on friendship and trust rather than merit. When appointed to a 
leadership position, in this clientelist system, individuals were obliged to re-
main loyal to their hierarchical superiors. Failure to do so could result in dis-
missal. As he underlined, “Some of the current leaders were once upright in-
dividuals. However, they have been corrupted by power and have turned 
against their brothers.” Consequently, the resettled people formed their own 
committees to defend their interests. As residents in Cateme told me, human 
rights abuses committed by Vale led to the formation of many civil society 
groups fighting for transparency and accountability from both the multina-
tional and the state.  
    After forming the new committees, the resettled residents demanded the 
construction of the promised road, which would enable development in 
Cateme. In December 2011, residents held their first demonstration to demand 
the road, blocking the railway line used to transport coal to the port of Beira. 
The Rapid Intervention Force (FIR) was sent to the scene. During the confron-
tation, one resident was hit by a stray bullet, some were arrested, and others 
were beaten by the police (Human Rights Watch 2013:83–85).  
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    Hanlon (2012) argues that the events in Cateme had significant national and 
international repercussions. Human rights civil society organisations came to-
gether to defend the locals. At the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzer-
land, on 27 January 2012, Vale received the annual Public Eye Award for the 
worst corporate misconduct. Activists and NGOs cited the company for “re-
peated human rights abuses, inhumane working conditions and ruthless ex-
ploitation of nature” (Hanlon 2012:1), and Nobel laureate Joseph Stiglitz 
made the announcement. Hanlon (2012) adds that the Mozambican NGO Jus-
tiça Ambiental (Environmental Justice) has been active and reporting on the 
issue for over a year. In turn, the Jornal Verdade (8/8/2012) highlighted the 
NGO’s participation in the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Devel-
opment, known as Rio +20, between 20 and 22 June 2012. In parallel with Rio 
+20, Justiça Ambiental participated in the III International Meeting of those 
Affected by Vale, from 15 to 18 June, which defined as a priority the “decon-
struction” of the company’s image and the expansion of global reporting strat-
egies. At the meeting, Justiça Ambiental denounced Vale’s failure to fulfil the 
promises and agreements it had signed with more than 1,365 families from 
four communities in Moatize. The organisation also condemned the disputes 
in Cateme, which culminated in the brutal repression of around 700 families, 
who had gathered to protest against the degrading conditions of their resettle-
ment at the end of 2009 and had blocked the Vale train that was already on its 
way. The denunciation of Vale at the 2012 meeting has given the case a greater 
international impact (Hanlon 2012).  
    The Jornal Verdade (8/8/2012) also reported that during the meeting, the 
international articulation of those affected by Vale coordinated a protest 
march against corporations in the centre of Rio Janeiro, attended by around 
2,000 people, including representatives of the social movements participat-
ing in the Peopleʼs Summit, including Justiça Ambiental. The events in 
Cateme led to various forms of further resistance, including protests and 
blockades. Human Rights Watch (2013) highlights that while the Mozambi-
can government passed legislation to protect resettled communities, enforce-
ment had been weak, leading to conflict and resistance from local popula-
tions. Selemane’s (2022) article critically examines the debate over Tete 
coal, Vale’s operations, the grassroots movement of resettled people in local 
villages, and the governmentʼs responses. He argues that Valeʼs operations 
have led to displacement, resulting in a significant deterioration in living 
conditions, including inadequate housing, limited access to drinking water, 
and the loss of fertile land. For Selemane (2022), despite legislative efforts 
to allocate a percentage of mining revenues to local development, imple-
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mentation has been inadequate, failing to address the core issues of displace-
ment and economic marginalisation. These conditions have fuelled numer-
ous protests and strikes, as evidenced by the frequent community resistance 
actions documented between 2009 and 2022, including road blockades, mine 
blockades, and work stoppages. 
    The analysis of the agency of residents who, due to their marginalisation, 
were considered incapable of responding to Valeʼs negative mining practices, 
shows that poor and marginalised people were not merely recipients of neolib-
eral projects such as Valeʼs but also active agents capable of protesting against 
a powerful mining company using the resources available to them. At the same 
time, this is one of the thesis main contributions to the literature on forms of 
resistance carried out by individuals constrained by both a reprehensible state 
and powerful economic corporations. 
    Because the Cateme event had national and international repercussions, and 
both Vale and the Mozambican government were heavily criticised, they 
eventually agreed to one of the demands: they built a paved road from Cateme 
to the junction with the N7 road. However, the grassroots movement that mo-
bilised to achieve this outcome was short-lived because it had no leader and 
focussed only on immediate concerns. The fact that some alleged protest or-
ganisers were arrested also discouraged the group’s continuation and dimin-
ished the possibility of it becoming an organised and cohesive movement. 
    There has also been at least one instance of armed resistance to Valeʼs min-
ing activities. In 2014, the company announced that insurgents had attacked 
one of its coal trains on the Moatize railway line, injuring the conductor. 
RENAMO troops were blamed, as the attack occurred during a period of re-
newed rebellion against Frelimo, marked by sabotage operations on the coun-
tryʼs main economic infrastructures (Els 2014). Another opposition to Valeʼs 
coal mining activities took place in October 2018, when a group of 200 people 
invaded the Vale mine, paralysing coal mining activities. The protesters de-
clared that they would not leave the area without “clear indications” that their 
land and resettlement issues would be resolved. Thinking they could just talk 
to the company, they were astonished when the police arrived to reprimand 
the group and arrest the protest organisers (Catueira 2018). In January 2023, 
on one of the days I met with the brickmakersʼ representative and other asso-
ciation members at Vulcan, I spoke with a group of brickmakers who were 
demanding the compensation owed to them, which the company was refusing 
to pay. Tempers between the brickmakers and the company officials flared, 
and they nearly came to blows. The reason was that Vulcan had promised to 
discuss their compensation that day, but the meeting was postponed to the 
following month.  
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6.1.1 Resistance to leaving Moatize river and forests 
In the Municipality of Moatize, residents demonstrated in front of the Vale 
offices, by the Moatize river, in the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood, and on 
areas conceded to the company. Part of the Moatize river was granted to the 
Vale company because of its proximity to coal mines. Residents of the 
Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood were most affected by this measure, leading 
to conflicts between residents and both Vale and Vulcan. The part of the river 
that starts in the Primeiro de Maio is an important supply of water to the local 
population, as well as to people living in other neighbourhoods of Moatize. 
When Vale was granted access to the river, it erected a fence to prevent locals 
from entering, which the local people described as “a violation of our rights 
to use natural water resources.” They declared that the river belonged to them, 
and the confrontation between them and the company guards escalated. I vis-
ited the river several times and spoke with those using it, who talked about its 
importance and the negative impact of Vale taking control. Brígida, a 34-year-
old woman dressed in shorts and a red blouse, was sitting on a boulder while 
her friends chatted on another boulder nearby. She told me they were cooling 
off in the breeze – it was a hot day – and described the conflict over the river 
with Vale as follows: 

 
After the peopleʼs persistent entry into the area, followed by direct confrontation, the 
company reopened part of the river. If the company had not opened the entrance to the 
river, we would have carried out sabotage until they returned what is ours. 

 
This shows that in some situations, albeit few, the company has abandoned its 
position after being challenged. According to residents of the Primeiro de 
Maio neighbourhood, the police had previously intervened to repel citizens 
who had jumped the fence and entered company property, but in the end, they 
allowed access to the river, which is vital not only as a water source but also 
for fishing, bathing, and washing clothes. Recognising the river’s importance 
in providing local residents with access to water, the company installed water 
tanks in the neighbourhood. Tomázia, a 35-year-old resident of the Primeiro 
de Maio neighbourhood, who was queuing to get water from the tanks with 
five yellow 25-litre cans, said, “The companyʼs argument was that the local 
people could get water from these tanks and not from the river. The companyʼs 
defence was that the river water is polluted and the coal is mined right next to 
the river.” However, before the company granted access to the river because 
of residents’ complaints, people had already opened many fences. From my 
observations as well as from what residents told me, it is rare for the tanks to 
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run out of water, but there have been occasions when the company supplying 
the tanks was unable to deliver water and residents had to rely on the river. 
    I also met a woman at the river who was carrying yellow plastic cans to 
fetch water. She was drawing it at a time when other people were drawing 
good quality water from the tanks provided by Vale. She said that she took 
water from the river “because it is free, whereas people have to pay money to 
get it from the tanks.” However, people who use river water are at serious risk 
because company trucks transporting coal pass close by. Every day, the people 
living near the river witness the blasting of the mines and the extraction of the 
coal, with all the pollution problems that this practice brings. The river water 
was not clear but dark in colour, which means that they were consuming water 
unfit for drinking.   
    Another local group in conflict with the mining company over access to the 
river are the cattle breeders. Sávio, a 53-year-old cattle breeder, was wearing 
boots and black cloth trousers when I met him tending his cattle, which not 
only drank from the river but also fed on the grass that grew along its banks. 
Sávio spoke as follows: 

 
I have been herding cattle since I was a child, and I have always taken them to this river 
to drink. The company once tried to resettle me with my cattle in other areas within 
Moatize, but in those places, there was no water for the animals to drink because it was 
so dry. I purposely took my cattle and brought them back to the Primeiro de Maio 
neighbourhood, and that is why you see me grazing my cattle with grass and the water 
from the river. 

 
The cattle breeders were angry with Vale because it did not compensate them 
with land with accessible water for their animals, as Sávio said, so they re-
turned to the river, where company guards would evict any cattle breeders and 
animals, they found inside the fence. During the dry season, Sávio explained, 
the lack of water threatened the survival of their animals. The drought affected 
the lakes and rivers where their cattle usually drink, causing the animals to die 
of thirst. To avoid this happening, cattle breeders had to travel long distances 
to find water for their livestock. 
    The negative consequences of coal mining in Moatize also caused a depri-
vation of forest resources. In order to resist Vale on a daily basis, locals used 
various strategies to undermine the mining operations. In the Moatize neigh-
bourhood of Bagamoio, residents cut the company fence to access part of the 
forest inside Valeʼs property. Those who were caught by guards on the com-
panyʼs property were beaten, but one small farmer pointed out that when the 
guards were away, locals kept on searching for essential forest resources such 
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as firewood and medicinal plants, which they used in their daily lives. When-
ever I went to the Bagamoio area, I often saw men and women coming and 
going from Valeʼs land. However, when I spoke to Alegria, a 54-year-old 
woman carrying firewood on her head and some vegetables in a plastic bag 
tied to the capulana on her back, she spoke of the Vale lands she had violated 
in the following terms: 

 
I consider the forest fenced by Vale to be mine, as it is where my machambas were 
located and where I collected firewood and medicinal plants for my children and my-
self. I will continue to search for these resources until I am shown my new lands for 
survival. Although there are guards present, they cannot control the large number of 
people who enter at different times. 

 
The mining company relied on repression to contain these incidents of “van-
dalism,” using the mineʼs private security guards and the police to confront 
people on their property.  

6.1.2 Resistance to police repression 
In the midst of police violence, I asked small farmers and brickmakers if they 
had filed a complaint against the uncompensated displacement, the repression, 
and the violation of their right to protest. One of the brickmakers said that they 
did not want to go to the courts because these were “politicised.” These locals 
did not trust the judicial bodies, which they saw as controlled by political 
power allied to the mining company that had displaced them. The representa-
tive of the brickmakers stated, “Because of the lack of independence of these 
legal institutions, there is no way for us to win the case we are disputing with 
the mining company.” The relationship between the residents and the state, 
represented by the police force that protected Vale, was marked by constant 
tension, given that open protests against mining activities were violently re-
pressed. Locals continually experienced negative effects of coal mining, but 
their criticism of mining activities could not be voiced publicly. Lancerdo, a 
47-year-old resident of the Primeiro de Maio neighbourhood who worked as 
a small farmer and a vendor at the Moatize municipal market, told me that he 
had already taken part in one of the open demonstrations against the company. 
The police had been called in to stop it, and he had to flee to avoid reprisals. 
He said: 

 
We cannot protest openly because the police are on our trail and any attempt to demon-
strate will be repressed. We do not criticise Vale in public for fear of reprisals. We are 
also careful whom we talk to because information easily reaches community leaders 
who support mining projects because they make money from them. 
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The brickmakers have also been arrested for demanding their rights. Their 
representative told me that he had been imprisoned several times in Moatize, 
and whenever he and other brickmakers prepared for a demonstration, the men 
of the FIR (Fast Intervention Force) have been ready to suppress and prevent 
them from protesting. The representative added that the FIR came well-armed 
and had already caused the deaths of some brickmakers, with stray bullets 
even hitting mere bystanders at the demonstrations. Because residents mobi-
lised to defend themselves against the problems caused by coal mining, they 
tended to disband when their demands were answered or rebuffed by the re-
gime of the day. Bayat (2015) refers to this type of space, created by the poor, 
as a non-movement that disintegrates as soon as its intentions are realised. 
This was the case with Moatize’s small farmers and brickmakers, who formed 
associations to defend themselves against the expropriation of their liveli-
hoods by the mining company. These associations, as far as I know, had no 
legal status and did not belong to wider national Peasant Union, the UNAC 
(Peasant Union of Mozambique). Moatize’s local associations were active 
when claiming their rights but had no other relevant political activities after 
that. The small farmers and brickmakers said that the absence of UNAC in 
Moatize was detrimental to their struggle for rights to the land expropriated 
by Vale. They said that UNAC was based in Tete city, 15 km from the town 
of Moatize, and that they had was little communication with it. 
    Because of tense political relations between the residents, Vale, and the 
District Administration, and because of the repressive police force, the acts of 
resistance carried out by the small farmers and brickmakers tended to be cov-
ert rather than overt. In Moatize, residents trespassed on Valeʼs land when the 
guards were away. Resistance was thus conditioned by the political power of 
Moatize, which, by facilitating Valeʼs extractive activities, forced them to en-
gage in infrapolitical acts of resistance to avoid identification and later repres-
sion by the police. In this way, the inhabitants’ resistance practices were linked 
to the means at their disposal, enabling them to confront a powerful mining 
company backed by the state police. They used tactics that kept them out of 
harmʼs way but still allowed them to gain advantages. Even when the Vale 
guards tried to control them, the improvisational quality of their tactics al-
lowed them to turn the situation to their advantage.  
    The residents in Moatize also criticised the police for protecting the Valeʼs 
property. The police set up barracks inside Valeʼs premises to defend the com-
panyʼs interests and to protect it from public demonstrations intended to par-
alysing the coal mining activity. Popular dissatisfaction intensified because 
when locals had security problems in their neighbourhoods that required the 
police intervention, the police were not available. Lélio, a 49-year-old small 
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farmer and street vendor, lived in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood. He told 
me that assaults and robberies were common on his block. Although the police 
intervened in these cases, he was not happy with their response. He said the 
following:  

 
The police became unavailable for their duties of protection and security in the neigh-
bourhoods from the moment they started to serve and protect the Vale facilities, even 
though Vale also has a private security company. 

 
A question that remained unanswered was why the state chose to invest more 
in repressive measures against residents demanding their rights, rather than 
engaging in dialogue to address the reasons behind their mobilisation against 
Vale. Residents had their own opinions: that the state was “aligned with the 
plans of unfair mining exploitation organised by the company, supported by 
the local political elites, who are getting rich from our impoverishment.” Dis-
courses that Vale, along with powerful elites, was enriching itself at the ex-
pense of the local people are very common in Moatize. For the small farmers 
and brickmakers, the governmentʼs use of police to repress protests against 
the mining company was a sign of the eliteʼs ties to the company.  
    Drawing on Holston (2009:153–155), I argue that the struggles of Moatize 
citizens to secure basic resources can be understood as the emergence of an 
insurgent citizen movement that demand recognition and rights. The urban 
poor articulate this demand for citizenship with greater force and originality 
in the realm of daily and domestic life when the insurgency arises from urban 
exclusion. Citizens fight for the right the kind of life worthy of an urban citi-
zen, with housing, property, security, and other aspects of residential life guar-
anteed. The people of Moatize activated new forms of insurgent citizenship to 
reassert their rights to the land and to counter the general exclusion from de-
cision-making on mining-related issues in their daily lives. 
    Thompson and Tapscott (2010:1) argue that contemporary mobilisations 
and social movements in the Global South reflect a wide range of social, po-
litical, and economic concerns expressed at local, national, and global levels. 
In this way, the collective mobilisation against Vale/Vulcan in Moatize can be 
characterised as being aimed at achieving substantive citizenship intended to 
bring immediate, material benefits. The situation of coal mining contestation 
in Moatize can also be related to what Monga (1996) outlines as the “anthro-
pology of the anger,” which is a feature of Africaʼs long tradition of an au-
tochthonous form of activism through culture, social organisations, and indi-
vidual and collective behaviour in the public sphere (Monga 1996:6). Accord-
ing to Monga (1996), the development of civil society is crucial for collective 
resistance to authoritarianism, as well as for the collective willingness and 
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commitment to build new and more effective political systems. The residents 
of Moatize told me that civil society has played a crucial role in raising aware-
ness of land rights among citizens, encouraging them to demand respect for 
their human rights when protesting against Vale. National and international 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) publicly denounced the violence 
against protesters in Moatize, causing far-reaching repercussions and forcing 
the government and Vale to respond to some of the demands of the protesting 
residents. 
    As a way of dealing with an induced mining development project, citizens 
engaged with Vale and the Mozambican state by participating in collective 
actions that were described as informal and illegal. The forms of citizen re-
sistance that characterise Moatize led me to perceive this as a struggle for an 
inclusive citizenship in the midst of a multinational and capitalist coal min-
ing industry. Kabeer (2005:23) refers to the forms of resistance forged be-
tween mobilised citizens as “horizontal forms of participation.” The spaces 
of resistance are created or invented by the same aggrieved citizens. One of 
the characteristics of informal collective action against the mining compa-
nies operating in Moatize was that it was not permanent but rather ephemeral 
due to the lack of a strong collective political identity, as some interlocutors 
mentioned.  
    The residents of Moatize also made demands for mining resources through 
institutional channels. Here, local Consultative Councils that discussed the 
channelling of mining funds transferred from the central state to the commu-
nities hosting mining projects represented the communities. Law on Local 
State Organs (LOLE) 8/2003 in Mozambique institutionalised consultation 
and local civil society participation in governance at the district level through 
Consultative Councils as a way of bringing services closer to citizens. Law 
8/2003, which established new principles and norms for the organisation and 
functioning of local government organs, opened up a mechanism for direct 
citizen participation in the governance of Moatize.  

6.2 Consultative meetings 
The meetings of the local Consultative Councils with the Moatize District Ad-
ministration officials are important to bring up and analyse in this chapter. The 
law stipulates that the Community Consultative Councils and the District Ad-
ministration must consult on which development projects the communities 
will prioritise with the 2.75% mining revenue fund transferred by the central 
government. Law 01/2013 was the first to define the transfer of mining reve-
nues to communities affected by the mining problem, but it directed funds 
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through District Administration organs rather than the respective Consultative 
Councils (cf. CIP 2020). On one hand, it is important to describe and analyse 
these consultative meetings because they demonstrate how mining revenues 
fund can be transferred to communities hosting mining projects. On the other 
hand, these meetings highlighted how they were permeated by the power re-
lations between the actors involved in the exploitation of coal in Moatize. In 
these consultation meetings, members of the local Consultative Councils de-
manded what, by law, should be shared with them as beneficiaries of the min-
eral resources being exploited in their communities. These meetings were also 
a form of struggle and resistance against the unfair distribution of mining rev-
enues in Moatize.  

6.2.1 The channelling of mining revenues in Moatize 
The members of the civil society organisations in Moatize argued that alt-
hough the law recognised the sharing of mining revenues fund, in the case of 
Moatize, it did not happen until seven years after the start of coal mining. 
According to members of CSOs and local Consultative Councils, in 2018 the 
Mozambican state, through the Ministry of Finance, began to transfer 2.75% 
of the stateʼs revenues from mineral exploitation to the Directorate of Finance 
of the Moatize District Administration. The mining revenue transfer law does 
not mention how the process should work, nor does it specify the roles of the 
actors involved in the process. This has led to what local people in Moatize 
called a “non-transparent process.” It is also unclear to members of CSOs and 
Consultative Councils how the percentage of 2.75% – the value to be shared 
with communities hosting mining projects – was calculated. In Moatize, at 
both the Municipal and District levels, I attended four meetings of the Con-
sultative Councils in 2023 that dealt with the transfer of 2.75% of mining rev-
enues fund and the debates that took place around it.  

6.2.2 Residents claiming mining revenues  
According to Moatize residents, the CSOs in Maputo informed them about the 
existence of the mining revenue fund allocated to communities hosting mining 
projects. These local civil society organisations disseminated the information 
in the neighbourhoods to prepare Consultative councils to discuss their devel-
opment priorities, which could be financed by the fund. CSOs were indeed 
making an effort to make residents aware of this mining fund, but one resident 
of the 25 de Setembro resettlement neighbourhood said that he had never 
heard who was benefiting from it and how he could be involved in the distri-
bution decision process. Another resident in the neighbourhood said, “There 
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is so much talk about a democratic game where citizens participate in making 
decisions about their lives, but in practice the ideas and orders of hierarchical 
superiors still prevail.”  
    Although some residents did not know or understand what these organs did, 
the Consultative Councils had been established as mechanisms for community 
participation in the discussion and deliberation of community needs. How-
ever, when it came to deciding the allocation of the 2.75% mining revenue 
fund, the choices made by the community were sometimes contradicted at 
higher levels. According to Lélio, a resident of the 25 de Setembro neighbour-
hood, this was what really happened: 

 
When we in the neighbourhood choose what is a basic need and what should be included 
to be purchased or rehabilitated within the framework of the 2.75% fund, we are not 
listened to. After, we hear that what we asked for has been replaced because the money 
reserved for us as a fund is not enough to buy that particular thing…. 

 
Lélio pointed out that the tendering process was not properly followed because 
it was opaque, with the District Administration, through the Infrastructure Of-
fice, choosing the contractors it trusted the most. The various members of the 
civil society organisations with whom I interacted had already informed me 
that many works carried out with the 2.75% mining revenue fund had been 
stopped due to the lack of accountability of the contractors.  
    As a result, residents said public taps in their neighbourhoods had not been 
completed because contractors had started work and then disappeared. They 
also heard that the same contractor had failed to complete work in other neigh-
bourhoods. For them, this had become a vicious circle in which the District 
Administration took advantage of the fund. In order to manage all this “juggl-
ing,” they told me how they always tried to make sure that people they trusted 
were on the neighbourhood councils, as well as the locality24 councils, “so that 
they could always defend what they wanted to buy and get benefits from up 
there.”  
    The residents of 25 de Setembro believed that the members of the Consul-
tative Councils were chosen to legitimise the interests of the higher consulta-
tive body. These interests did not coincide with those of the residents. They 
saw new contractors hired, while the works from previous years remained in-
complete, as was the case in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood and in the 
villages of Cateme and Mualádzi. 

 
24 Consultative Councils in Moatize start at the neighbourhood level, followed by the locality, 
municipal and district levels. The District Consultative Council is the highest body responsible 
for approving the development priorities indicated at the lowest level. 



 

 

145

    The four consultation meetings I attended were at the Municipality of 
Moatize and villages of Mualádzi, Benga, and Cateme. Three officials from 
the Serviços Distritais de Planeamento e Infraestrutura (SDPI, the District 
Planning and Infrastructure Services), which is an organ of the District Ad-
ministration responsible for consulting with the various Consultative Councils 
in Moatize District, chaired the consultation meetings. The Consultative 
Councils submit all decisions made at their meetings to the District Consulta-
tive Council, the highest body, which is chaired by the Administrator of 
Moatize. To ensure the transparency of the consultation process, two members 
from the CSOs attended all four consultation meetings that I attended. Below 
I outline some of the key issues that led to conflict when members of the Con-
sultative Councils disagreed with the way in which the funds would reach lo-
cal communities in the city of Moatize and the villages of Mualádzi, Benga, 
and Cateme. 

6.2.3 The consultative meetings in the district of Moatize 
The first consultative meeting I attended concerned the city of Moatize, which 
is not represented by the Municipal Council but by the Municipal Consultative 
Council, established by law.25 The members of the Ussalu and Spanela localities 
in the city of Moatize make up the Moatize Municipal Consultative Council.  
    What I noticed about the Moatize Municipal Consultative Council is that it 
was dominated by members of the Frelimo party, and this influenced the de-
cisions made, especially about what to invest in or buy with the mining reve-
nue fund. The meeting highlighted the fact that contractors who had won pub-
lic tenders had started work on several development priorities in the neigh-
bourhoods but then disappeared. This was seen as an indication that the man-
agement model and the transfer of mining revenues were not benefiting the 
targeted people and led to discussions between the members of the District 
Administration and Municipal Consultative Council. The issue of transpar-
ency was also discussed in relation to the monitoring of works financed by the 
mining revenue fund, in which the law requires the participation of CSO mem-
bers. The CSO members present at the consultation meeting mentioned that 
monitoring visits to works carried out by contractors rarely took place in their 

 
25 The distinction between the Municipal Consultative Council and the Municipal Council is 
made in Law 8/2003 on LOLE and Decreto 80/2004 sobre a articulação entre as autarquias 
locais e autoridades comunitárias – Decree 80/2004 on regulation of the articulation between 
local autarchies and community authorities. An analysis of this law shows that it tends to favour 
centrally appointed state organs over elected ones in local governance. Many of the existing 
conflicts in the management of the mining revenue fund arise from the fact that in Moatize, the 
central state, represented by the District Administration, seeks to control a municipal area cre-
ated by the decentralisation of power. 
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presence. This gave the impression that members of CSOs provided for by the 
law were not monitoring the works. After discussing issues of transparency 
and signs of corruption that characterised the management of the mining rev-
enue fund, the Moatize Municipal Consultative Council decided it would use 
the fund allocated for 2023 to purchase solar lamps. The solar lamps would 
light public streets in the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood – the same plan as 
the previous year. This decision caused conflict between the District Admin-
istration and the Municipality of Moatize, as members of the local Consulta-
tive Council and CSOs told me. 
   I met Gilda, a 48-year-old member of a CSO in Moatize, one afternoon at 
the District Administration offices. I had been invited by another CSO mem-
ber to monitor the condition of the solar lamps left by members of the Munic-
ipal Consultative Council, and Gilda was also there. She explained to me that 
the solar lamps were supposed to have been installed in the 25 de Setembro 
neighbourhood in 2022, but the budget of 2.75% mining revenue fund was not 
enough to cover the cost of installation. Since the lamps had not been installed, 
the Municipal Consultative Council decided to store them in the facilities of 
the Moatize District Administration. As Gilda mentioned, the Moatize District 
Administrator, who is head of the District Consultative Council, had criticised 
the members of the Municipal Consultative Council for purchasing the solar 
lamps. This criticism, she added, was because the District Administrator did 
not see solar lamps as an immediate priority for the resettled people in the 25 
de Setembro neighbourhood. It was, however, a priority for the Moatize Mu-
nicipality Administration, because Electricidade de Moçambique (EDM, 
Mozambiqueʼs electricity company) had cut off the neighbourhoodʼs electric-
ity supply for non-payment of agreed contracts. The District Administrator 
suspected that officials of the Municipal Administration had lobbied the Mu-
nicipal Consultative Council to provide solar lamps using the 2.75% mining 
revenue fund. Gilda added that the District Administrator knew that the elec-
tricity supply to the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood had been cut off because 
the Municipal Administration had failed to pay the electricity company. The 
only way to restore electricity to the neighbourhood was to register the solar 
lamps as a need of the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood in the framework of the 
2.75% mining revenue fund.  
    While the District Administrator distrusted the Municipal Administration 
because of its influence on the choice of the local peopleʼs needs within the 
framework of the 2.75% mining revenue fund, residents of the 25 de Setembro 
neighbourhood distrusted the District Consultative Council and the contrac-
tors because they did not acknowledge the neighbourhoodsʼ needs. The man-
agement of the 2.75% mining revenue fund in the Municipality of Moatize 
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served as an arena in which powerful actors or stakeholders, in the name of a 
democratic game, influenced others in a lower position to choose certain in-
terests. The case above showed that the Municipality maximised its interests 
through the mining revenues, even though the Moatize District Administration 
continued to control the hiring of contractors.  
    In Mualádzi, the local Consultative Council had earlier decided that the 
amount provided by the central state as their 2.75% mining revenue fund 
should be shared among Mualádzi families. The families’ decision to ask for 
a share of the mining fund came after members of the local Consultative Coun-
cil realised that the fund was not benefiting residents affected by the mining 
problem. However, the Council’s proposal was rejected because the law stip-
ulates that the mining revenue fund should be used to build or rehabilitate 
infrastructures such as classrooms, health centres, community irrigation and 
dams, local markets, roads and bridges, water supply and sanitation systems, 
and activities related to forestry (MPD and MF 2013). The members of the 
Mualádzi Consultative Council reported the same problem as the Moatize Mu-
nicipal Consultative Council: the contractor disappeared after starting to reha-
bilitate two classrooms (in this case) without completing them. 
    The anger of the members of the Consultative Council escalated because 
three meetings had been held with the District Administration officials with-
out any serious works being carried out. Given that the members of the Con-
sultative Council were limited to development items mentioned in the law, 
they ended up choosing the construction of a paved road, which would link 
Mualádzi with the village of Cateme, making travel by chapas (minibuses) 
possible. 
    Benga, nine kilometres from the Municipality of Moatize, is another re-
settlement area where residents are supposed to benefit from the mining rev-
enue fund. There, contractors had started to lay pipes, but there was still no 
water. Members of the local Consultative Council requested that the man-
agement of the 2.75% mining revenue fund be entrusted to the traditional 
leaders of the first, second, and third ranks to ensure good use and transpar-
ency. In Benga, the members of the local Consultative Council tended to be 
young people with some training in human rights issues. They showed that 
they knew their rights and requested that the mining revenue fund be used 
to build a road, even though CSO members and the District Administration 
officials only wanted the potholes on the local road to be filled. In the end, 
the Council request prevailed.  
   Rather than serving as a political strategy for sharing mining revenues, the 
Moatize consultative meetings appeared to me as a tool to hold them, even as 
local people were being deprived of their livelihoods through coal mining. 
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These meetings between officials from the Moatize District Administration 
and the local Consultative Councils made it clear that the state has abdicated 
its role in the social contract with the communities affected by the problems 
caused by coal mining. 
    Cateme, another village where I attended a consultation meeting, was cho-
sen by the District Administration to resettle displaced people from the 
Moatize Municipality. It had also been the site of a confrontation between the 
residents, the Moatize District Administration, and Vale, with resettled small 
farmers demanding a fair resettlement. In Cateme, I found that the previous 
yearʼs mining revenue fund had been used to build neighbourhood centres, a 
plan that some members of the Consultative Council did not support. During 
the meeting, one member said that Cateme had serious water supply problems 
and that it would be better to use the fund to buy four manual water pumps for 
the neighbourhoods. Because these neighbourhoods had problems accessing 
electricity, the manual water pumps would make it easier for them to access 
the area’s well water at any time.  
    The CSOs members present at the meeting also argued that the neighbour-
hood centres would be of interest only to the leaders and not to the community. 
In the end, however, Cateme Consultative Council decided to build the neigh-
bourhood centres, as had been decided the previous year. For the Council, 
prioritising development was political. In discussions I had with residents, I 
was told that such a proposal had been made but that the majority in the neigh-
bourhood had not agreed to it. It cannot be ignored that the District Admin-
istration, which needed to be represented locally, had no infrastructure for its 
representatives. Some members said it was possible that the District Admin-
istration had influenced the local Consultative Council to opt for the construc-
tion of the neighbourhood headquarters instead of purchasing manual water 
pumps that would have made it easier for them to access water. 

6.2.4 Understanding the consultative meetings 
Analysing the meetings between the Consultative Councils and officials of the 
Moatize District Administration indicates that these resemble political direc-
tives, with little regard for the development priorities of the communities. In 
addition to this process being criticised by CSOs for not specifying how the 
sums allocated to the communities were decided, to make matters worse, the 
way in which the Consultative Council meetings were conducted meant that 
communities were often denied the resources they needed. This fact, as I have 
shown through ethnographic accounts from four sites in Moatize, caused dis-
content among the target populations, who felt marginalised by both the min-
ing company and the state, represented by the District Administration of 
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Moatize. In general, the Moatize consultative meetings legitimised the holding 
of open meetings in which communities, through their local consultative coun-
cils, presented their development priorities. However, these meetings were far 
from representing the development interests of the communities, showing 
signs of corruption and a lack of transparency on the part of both the political 
power and the contractors.  
    Hota and Behera (2016), referring to the impact of coal mining in India, 
state that the distribution of costs and benefits arising from mining depend on 
various factors, which include resource ownership, access and control, and 
asymmetries of economic and political power. As I observed in Moatize, un-
equal power relations permeated the consultative meetings, as community par-
ticipation in the management of mining revenues was determined by the po-
litical structure of the District Administration, not by community members.  
    According to Sanches and Júlió (2021:586), civil society plays an important 
role in promoting transparency, but its relationship with the government is 
sometimes tense when it presses the government for greater transparency. The 
government does not always respond positively to requests for information 
about the partners of exploitative companies and the fees charged, either for 
contracts and licences or for company revenues. If the government is receptive 
to some demands but not to others, this suggests that the interests of the mul-
tinationals have prevailed over those of Mozambican communities and the na-
tional private sector – and that the government has been unwilling to fully 
address the conflicts of interest and protect the interests of the population 
(Sanches and Júlió 2021:587).  
    In Moatize, strategies for allocating mining resources to residents have 
failed to give them control over local decision-making priorities. The District 
Administration officials and the contractors who controlled and managed the 
mining revenue fund had interests that did not align with those of the commu-
nities whose livelihoods had been destroyed by mining practices. These inter-
ests conditioned the communitiesʼ struggle for the right to economic compen-
sation for the damage caused by the mining project. The practice of mining 
will continue to be a curse for those who were supposed to benefit from the 
2.75% mining revenue fund in Moatize, because the model of fund transfer 
and management did not involve the intended beneficiaries, thus generating 
conflict and corruption instead of the socio-economic development it was sup-
posed to create.   
    In the four consultative meetings I attended in the Moatize District, it be-
came clear that the members of the Consultative Councils have agency and 
used it to fight for the fair distribution of their mining revenues, but they have 
very weak weapons, to paraphrase Scott (1985). An analysis of discussions 
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about what should be acquired for the benefit of communities shows that Con-
sultative Councils formed at the local level were ineffective in ensuring the 
fund was used for local development needs. They have less power than the 
District Administration in the fund’s management. The way in which the fund 
was managed and distributed suggests that residents are likely to continue to 
resist it. As customary owners of the resources in their areas, the local people, 
as Pandey (2015) argues, need to be protected by mining revenue legislation 
that is favourable to them, which has not happened in the Moatize District. 
The model of sharing these revenues has increased social inequalities and con-
flicts. It has also exposed citizens to the negative externalities of mining. The 
case of Moatize can also be related to Bebbington et al. (2008:892), who argue 
that there is a negative relationship between good governance and mineral 
wealth because mining revenues are appropriated and used by the state. For 
this reason, the state prioritises its relationships not with citizens but with for-
eign companies that are useful for its financial interests. 

6.3 Conclusion 
The mobilisation of the residents of Moatize against the mining practices of 
Vale can be described as a struggle in which Moatize residents used different 
means to achieve their goals. However, power relations in the district limited 
residents’ ability to openly resist the multinational company, whose activities 
were supported by the District Administration. Police repression and censor-
ship of any action against mining practices forced local people to be more 
cautious in their resistance, opting for infrapolitical means such as the distri-
bution of videos showing bad mining practices while concealing the identity 
of those who filmed them. Although marginalised groups such as small farm-
ers, brickmakers, cattle breeders, and traditional healers initially protested 
openly against the bad mining practices, they switched to covert acts of re-
sistance when open forms of protest were repressed by the state police. Nev-
ertheless, the groups who resisted the powerful mining multinational used a 
variety of covert tactics and managed to achieve immediate material gains, 
which allowed them to survive after being displaced from their land. The com-
pensation mechanisms had failed to meet their daily needs.  
    However, in the public consultations on the sharing of mining resources in 
Moatize, the residents were forced to take an openly political stance when they 
criticised the way revenues were distributed, which was seen as failing to ben-
efit them and exacerbating their poverty. The Consultative Councils fought 
for the fair distribution of their mining revenues, but they have weak weapons. 
Consultative Councils formed at local level were ineffective in ensuring the 
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money was used for local development needs, having less power than the Dis-
trict Administration in the management of the 2.75% mining revenue fund. 
Discontent over how the fund was managed and distributed suggests that res-
idents are likely to continue to resist it. The residents criticised the same model 
for creating social inequalities in their communities while hosting the multi-
national project. For example, the start of public works such as classrooms 
and public drinking water taps, and their failure to be completed because the 
contractors suddenly disappeared, has reduced the quality of life in these com-
munities. The failure to build much-needed infrastructure has robbed them of 
the dignity they had before the multinational began mining in Moatize and 
fostered distrust of both the multinational and the state, represented by the 
District Administration. 
    The next chapter looks at another form of resistance by traditional healers, 
who have also used the weapons at their disposal to confront Vale’s mining 
practices. 
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Chapter 7. Traditional Healers and Coal Mining 
Practices 

In this chapter, I will examine the forms of resistance that traditional healers 
used against the mining company Vale, particularly those represented by the 
Association of Traditional Healers of Mozambique (AMETRAMO). The 
Mozambican government created AMETRAMO after the political changes 
and democratisation of the country in the 1990s, and the case of Moatize 
clearly shows how this instrumentalisation took place. Traditional healers 
claim to control the spirits of the ancestors, who in turn have the ability to 
intervene in the world of the living if the living does not follow the will of the 
ancestors. These healers wield substantial influence over the people of 
Moatize, who greatly fear the spiritual powers of traditional medicine practi-
tioners. Traditional healers also claim to be able to interact with spirits and 
intercede on behalf of the living. Healers can also cause harm, such as making 
people sick, bringing bad luck, and even killing certain people chosen by the 
spirits.26 Traditional healers believe that the failure of human agency in the 
fight against bad mining practices has allowed them to activate an agency they 
attribute to the spirits of the ancestors, who, according to the healers, have the 
ability to stop the disruption caused by the mining company. According to 
traditional healers, these ancestral spirits of relatives buried in local cemeteries 
were angry and returned to the world of the living to oppose the disorder that 
the exploitation of coal brought to their land. Above all, the traditional healers 
resisted Valeʼs mining activities because they were concerned about being 
displaced from their sacred lands, where they performed traditional ceremo-
nies and used medicinal plants to support their activities.  
    To understand how the world of ancestral spirits is operationalised in 
Moatize, I first present the story of Antónioʼs daughter, who became ill and 
later died. António’s quest to cure his daughter is explained in terms of the 
traditional model of healing that involves the spirits of the ancestors. Even 

 
26 According to traditional healers, it is usually the spirits of ancestors within a kinship group 
that return to the world of the living, with certain individuals in a family being chosen and 
possessed by the spirits. In his view, spirits never take possession of anyone outside the kinship 
group. 
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though biomedical services played a part in her care, they were irrelevant for 
António when it came to explaining his daughter’s death. According to my 
various interlocutors, the experiences of António’s family were similar to 
those of other locals who had also experienced illness. After the case of 
António’s daughter, I present the widely accepted and culturally grounded 
model of the spirits among the residents of Moatize. I then look at Moatize 
residentsʼ perceptions of the traditional healers’ services, followed by an ex-
amination of the state’s instrumentalisation of the traditional healersʼ associa-
tion (AMETRAMO). Finally, I show how mining practices in Moatize have 
affected the livelihoods of traditional healers and how they have activated 
their spiritual knowledge to oppose the mining company. 

7.1 The illness and death of António’s daughter 
António was a 28-year-old man who lived in the Chithata neighbourhood on 
the outskirts of Moatize. He worked as a security guard at a house on the site 
where Vale had built a series of buildings for its workers. António worked 
eight-hour days as a security guard but in the colder months, such as June to 
August, his work at night was difficult because he could not afford clothing 
warm enough to withstand the cold. When I first met António, he had told me 
about his wife, who was very ill with weakness and constant headaches, and 
he had taken her several times to the health centres in Moatize. The medical 
examinations carried out in one of the health centres did not reveal any dis-
ease. This prompted Antónioʼs family members to advise him to seek out a 
traditional healer, who, they said, would be able to solve his wifeʼs health 
problems. António said that the traditional healer used spirits to diagnose his 
wifeʼs problems, and she was cured after the treatment. António mentioned 
that the diagnosis made using the traditional healerʼs game of conch shells 
(consultation with the ancestors) indicated that when the woman went to live 
with her husband, one of her paternal aunts was not at the lobolo (traditional 
wedding). Normally, in Nyungwe patrilineal society, the aunt (ego’s father’s 
sister) is the father by classification. From what he said, neither the aunt nor 
the father of Antonioʼs wife were present at their daughterʼs lobolo ceremony. 
In Antonioʼs consultation, his wifeʼs aunt had already died, but she was angry 
with her niece for not inviting her to attend the nieceʼs most important event. 
As a treatment, António said, the traditional healer recommended that he and 
his wife visit his auntʼs grave and then have a family ceremony with food and 
drink, remembering her and apologising for not informing her about the tradi-
tional wedding ceremony. According to António, his wife stopped complain-
ing of headaches after this ceremony.  
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    In my daily interactions with António, he often talked about his daughterʼs 
illness, and I asked him why he did not take her to a hospital for biomedical 
treatment. António had the option of using the public biomedical services 
available in the Municipality of Moatize, namely the health centre of Chitha-
tha, the neighbourhood where he lived, as well as the Vale-built public health 
centre of 25 de Setembro in the neighbourhood of the same name. Available 
treatment also extends to the largest hospital centre in the district, the CAR-
BOMOC public health centre. However, António explained that his daugh-
terʼs illness was a punishment from the ancestors: when the daughter was just 
twenty months old, he said, his wife became pregnant with a son, and two 
months later the daughter started to get sick. In Moatize and other regions of 
Mozambique, health centres recommend that there should be at least two years 
between pregnancies to give the first child the opportunity to stay close to the 
mother and develop well. Although this is the advice of the biomedical health 
authorities, there are many cases of mothers not following this recommenda-
tion. In Moatize, the popular discourse is that there is no problem with ignor-
ing the recommendation, but if mothers do not want to be bewitched and hav-
ing their children born ill, they must keep the pregnancy a secret. Alexandra, 
a 42-year-old mother of two girls, said: “Successful cases of mothers giving 
birth to healthy babies without observing the two-year interval between preg-
nancies occur among couples living alone, where the secrecy of the fact is 
controlled.” 
    The elders told António this: “The spirits of the ancestors have come and 
punished your daughter with illness.” As António described, “My daughter 
lost weight, and as time went on, she lost more and more weight.” After sev-
eral months, she began to swell, and António and his wife decided to take their 
daughter to the 25 de Setembro health centre in the resettlement area.  
    The decision to take the daughter to the health centre in Moatize stemmed 
from the fact that the nurses at the health centre in Chithatha, where he lived, 
did not carry out any medical examinations and only prescribed syrup27 for 
the child to take, which he said did not work. After three visits to 25 de Setem-
bro health centre, the nurses advised him to take his daughter to traditional 
healers, since the health centre could not solve the childʼs problem. From that 
point onwards, António and his family decided to look for a local prophet28 – 
a term António used. (He distinguished a prophet from a traditional healer, but 
as the traditional healers of AMETRAMO pointed out to me, these categories 

 
27 António could not tell me the name of the syrup, but according to him, it was to help the child 
gain weight. 
28 Someone who has the ability to communicate with the spiritual world and provide guidance, 
insights, and predictions about the future. 
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overlap). Among the practitioners of traditional medicine, there are traditional 
healers who can prophesy (communicate with the ancestors) and those who 
learn the practice of traditional herbal medicine. The prophet told António that 
his daughter had utambya29 in an advanced stage, as the childʼs body was 
harmed and weakened, and that there was no cure for her. As António said:   
  

The prophet took a 1.5 litre bottle of water and bathed the child. At the end of the bath, 
the prophet removed dark bugs from the childʼs body, a witchcraft called xitumwa. He 
then administered a medicine called michando, which consists of water and salt. 

 
The michando treatment is used in cases of witchcraft, as was the case with 
António’s daughter. In cases where no witchcraft is diagnosed, a simple prayer 
by the prophet or traditional healer is enough to cure the disease. “The 
prophetʼs treatment improved my daughterʼs health, but three days later part 
of her skin began to peel off and sores appeared on her body,” António told 
me. When he returned to the prophet after the daughterʼs condition worsened, 
the prophet told António that nothing could be done. 
    After spending money and failing to get his daughter treated by the prophet, 
António decided to find another traditional healer who would try a different 
procedure. The traditional healer also diagnosed utambya, but in order to re-
move the witchcraft from the childʼs body, he used a different medicine than 
the prophet. António told me how the traditional healer mixed the water he 
used to wash the childʼs body with the roots of a tree and then took a new 
razor blade to make some cuts on the childʼs wrist. However, his child did not 
get better after the traditional healerʼs treatment, and António no longer had 
the money to continue the treatments.30 António again decided to look for bi-
omedical services at the CARBOMOC health centre in the town of Moatize. 
There, the nurses hospitalized his daughter because she was so weak. Then a 
health technician carried out a blood test and diagnosed the child with anae-
mia. After three days in hospital, the child died. 
    António was depressed when I met him after his daughterʼs death. Never-
theless, it was clear to António that the cause of his daughterʼs death had noth-
ing to do with the failure of traditional services. According to him, his daugh-

 
29 In Nyungue culture, utambya designates the disease that makes the body swell, with the hands 
and eyes turning white. 
30  In 2021, when the health of Antónioʼs daughter deteriorated, he spent 500 MT on the prophet 
and 300 MT on the traditional healer. The US dollar equalled 60 MT that year, which means 
that António spent US$13 on his daughterʼs consultations and treatment. This was a significant 
amount of money, given that he earned just 3000 MT a month as a security guard. 
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terʼs death was punishment from the ancestors for having broken the postpar-
tum abstinence rules. He told how he knew of many children with utambya, 
but who had been treated earlier and managed to be cured, unlike his daughter. 
    According to António, the biomedical services reported that “the daughter 
died because he and the family were negligent in seeking services early 
enough.” However, António told me that when he first went to the health cen-
tre, the nurses did not do any medical tests on his daughter, instead prescribing 
ineffective medicines. Antónioʼs narration points to the negligence of the pub-
lic biomedical services. António, with no financial means, could not seek help 
from private health services to examine his daughter. Even the state-owned 25 
de Setembro health centre sent him to look for traditional services without 
performing any medical examinations. Although the Resolução 11/2004 sobre 
a Politica da Medicina Tradicional – Resolution 11/2004 on Traditional Med-
icine Policy required the integration and representation of traditional healers 
in biomedical health centres, in Moatize, this law was not followed, and the 
healers were not represented. At the CARBOMOC health centre, when the 
nurses realised that Antónioʼs daughter could not be cured, they said that the 
treatments the child had received in the traditional health services had caused 
her anaemia.  
    I noticed in Moatize that although the biomedical health service represent-
atives talked about cooperation between the two entities, it did not happen. 
The core issue remained a lack of recognition and legitimacy for traditional 
medicine, especially within state-run public services. Mahumana (2015) states 
that public health planners and biomedical health professionals in Mozam-
bique perceive health practices rooted in traditional medicine as forms of ig-
norance and resistance to biomedical knowledge and modern health care. 
However, despite the denigration of traditional services by biomedical health 
institutions, people still choose to use them.  
    Antónioʼs case, according to residents of Moatize, reflects the inadequate 
care offered by the area’s biomedical health centres. It is likely that this inad-
equate treatment was linked to his socioeconomic background; coming from 
a poor family, António may not have been able to afford the medical exami-
nations that his daughter needed. However, it is also important to mention that 
the prices charged to patients in public health centres are low compared to the 
private health sector. But while costs are low, it is common for nurses and 
doctors at public health centres to report shortages of medical supplies and 
medication, as well as frequent breakdowns of the diagnostic equipment used 
to treat patients like Antónioʼs daughter.  

Two factors help explain why Antónioʼs daughter died, despite his efforts 
to find a cure for her. First, António was poor, with limited financial resources 
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to pay for specialised medical examinations in private hospitals, and had to 
rely on public health services. These centres, however, often lack of medical 
equipment, and in some cases, patients must even make small bribes in order 
to be examined. Second, the medical staff who treated Antónioʼs daughter at 
the 25 de Setembro health centre were negligent. António took his daughter 
there three times, but staff merely advised him to seek traditional medical ser-
vices, even though a simple blood test at the health centre would have diag-
nosed the anaemia that Antónioʼs daughter was suffering from. According to 
my interlocutors, the absence of traditional healers representing the traditional 
medicine in state hospitals was due to a lack of effort on the part of the bio-
medical health agents. They did not create the conditions, such as rooms, for 
healers to be consulted once biomedical staff have established (rightly or 
wrongly) that a particular patientʼs illness is of a spiritual nature and needs to 
be treated with traditional medicine. 
    As I have shown above, the alleged cause of his daughterʼs death was anae-
mia, which could have been cured in a public hospital. The dominance of tra-
ditional medicine, in which António believed and from which he sought a cure 
for his daughter, is under attack, criticised by some citizens, especially by bi-
omedical health technicians, as being ineffective and lacking a solid scientific 
basis for curing diseases. 
    For Mahumana (2015), traditional medical services must be seen within 
their own epistemology, with their specific foundations rooted in local society 
and culture. Yet, for some biomedical health professionals, António quest to 
cure his daughter through traditional medicine was the result of ignorance and 
misconceptions about health and illness. Although Antónioʼs understanding 
of health was based on traditional perspectives, or ethnomedicine, and bio-
medical services were considered health alternatives, the large-scale social 
and economic structures in which illness, health, and disease are embedded 
are still not adequately understood. For example, Farmer (2004) explores how 
poverty and social inequalities are closely linked to health disparities, showing 
how such inequalities become embodied as unequal risks of illness or death. 
Antónioʼs case illustrates also how environmental, political, economic, and 
cultural forces shape the health services in Moatize. As Mahumana (2015:27) 
states, in traditional medicine services “the spirits of the deceased are placed 
in the same social context as human beings, and that the so-called abnormal 
and supernatural illnesses are also socially and historically embodied by those 
who suffer from them.” 
    It is easier to understand Antónioʼs quest for a cure for his daughter as nav-
igating the everyday realities related to social space in Moatize. His actions, 
in relation to the choice of one health service over another, took place at the 
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intersection of political, economic, social, and cultural processes that shape 
peopleʼs options to seek care (Winchester and King 2017). It is a fact that 
cultural aspects related to Antónioʼs belief in traditional medicine may have 
precipitated his daughterʼs death, but lack of adequate biomedical care in 
Moatize makes it easier for situations like that of Antonioʼs daughter to occur.  
    Traditional medicine has always existed in Mozambique, and its services 
cover a greater proportion of primary health care than the Mozambiqueʼs Na-
tional Health Service. It is estimated that while there is one traditional medi-
cine practitioner for every 200 inhabitants, there is only 0.8 doctors per 10,000 
inhabitants, far below the WHO recommendation of one doctor per 1,000 in-
habitants (cf. Kumar and Ranabir 2018). Furthermore, there are people in 
Mozambique who only ever use traditional medicine as a means of health care 
(Garrido 2020: 9). Statistics from the MISAU (2014) also show that around 
70% of the Mozambican population use traditional medicine to treat physical, 
mental, and social illnesses. Although the Serviço Nacional da Saúde (SNS, 
National Health Service) in Mozambique has integrated traditional medicine 
services into its system, health issues related to spiritual or social illness are 
still referred to traditional medicine services. What keeps Mozambique’s Na-
tional Health Service from being a viable alternative for the majority of the 
population is not only cultural factors but also problems related to poverty and 
increasingly accentuated social inequalities. As Mitano et al. (2016:5) argue, 
the population of Mozambique is mostly unemployed, and no matter how 
“small” the payments for medical consultations are, there are also the costs of 
medicine and transport for those who live far from health facilities. 

7.2 The spirit world of traditional medicine 
Honwana (2002:51–52) writes about living spirits, modern traditions, and 
spirit possession in the context of southern Mozambique. Her accounts explain 
that spirits who possess an individual are inherited from deceased maternal or 
paternal relative. During this process, the individual experiences a temporary 
separation from his or her own essence and identity, as the spirits have taken 
over the affected individual as an external soul, entering his or her body to 
take over his or her personality and actions. Traditional healers in Moatize 
explained to me how the spirits of the ancestors return to the world of the 
living by choosing and possessing certain individuals in a family. 
    Isabel, a nhabeze (traditional healer), told me that these spirits normally tell 
the possessed person in a dream what to do. Failure to do what the spirits 
command will lead to illness and death for that person. In her words: 
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When I was 12 years old, spirits that came from my aunt, who is my fatherʼs sister, 
possessed me.  I am 60 years old, 31 and I still have the same spirits. My aunt also 
possessed the spirits of her grandparents when they died. When I die, the spirits will 
choose another person from my family to take over. It is something from our ancestors 
that the chosen person cannot escape. The spirit that possesses me is called 
Massemaculo, which means the spirits of my grandparents. 

 
Thus, a person possessed by spirits automatically becomes their servant. The 
spirits dictate their will, and everything they say must be done. Usually, spirits 
appear in dreams at night and may tell the possessed person to go to a certain 
field to gather certain medicinal plants because the next day someone will 
come looking for him or her at the spiritual house (separate building where 
the traditional healers do their treatments). These spirits also explain in dreams 
how to treat a certain illness or misfortune. 
    The traditional healers at the AMETRAMO headquarters told me that they 
have been able to diagnose these spirits when they are present in an individual 
and to see whether they are malignant or benign. Honwana (2002) points out 
that the spirits reproduce the hierarchy that exists among the living. When 
someone dies and their body is buried, it is believed that their spirit remains 
in society as a manifestation of their power, personality, and knowledge. Alt-
hough Honwanaʼs (2002) study of spirits and possession was conducted in 
southern Mozambique, her findings are similar to those found in Moatize. The 
Massemaculo grandparent spirits hosted in the body of Isabel – spirits of older 
people – had a higher status and more power than spirits of young people, 
reflecting the elderly’s superior position in life. The spiritual world was thus 
seen as a continuity of the world of the living in the sense that even after death, 
elders continued to guide and control their descendants (Honwana 2002:53).  
    The traditional healers in Moatize indicated that if someone hosts the spir-
its, he or she will enter into the trance and speak what the spirits are demand-
ing. It is also possible that the person hosting the spirits will become ill, and 
the traditional healers at AMETRAMOʼs headquarters will be sought to make 
a diagnosis. The nhabeze performs rituals, and if the person affected manages 
to tame or control the spirits so that they do not attack anyone, the person has 
good spirits and automatically becomes a member of AMETRAMO and a 
practitioner of traditional medicine. After diagnosis, the person must still go 
through training, which I describe below. According to the traditional healers 
of AMETRAMO, they do not control the spirits that possess people who are 
not members of the association.    
    Most traditional practitioners in AMETRAMO are nhabeze (healers), some 

 
31 The interaction with this nhabeze started in 2021, but the interview above was in February 
2023. 
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called by the spirits and some not. The training to become a traditional healer 
consists of being isolated in a spiritual house where drums are played as part 
of the ritual. Traditional healers in Moatize, who may also be herbalists, have 
learned from their ancestors about the medicinal and healing properties of 
plants. The herbalists are different from healers who are possessed by guiding 
spirits, but these groups can sometimes overlap and are familiar with both 
ways, as is the case in Moatize. However, as pointed out by the traditional 
healers at AMETRAMOʼs headquarters, becoming a traditional healer “is an 
art,” a skill reserved for a few, for those chosen by the spirits.  As they said, 
“We train traditional healers in our own way, just as universities train doctors 
and specialise in biomedicine.”  
    In the streets of Moatize, sellers of traditional medicine are common. Those 
I spoke with confirmed that their knowledge of plants had come from the train-
ing they received from their elderly dead relatives, who had also worked with 
plants. Controversy surrounds this street-trading group of herbalists, however. 
As one traditional healer at AMETRAMOʼs headquarters said, “There are 
some who are fake herbalists who mislead some people who seek their ser-
vices.” In order to control the traditional healers under its jurisdiction, AME-
TRAMO registers them, mainly to oversee their use of traditional medicines.  
AMETRAMO also sets and approves the prices of these medicines, although 
some traditional healers set their own prices according to the severity or fi-
nancial situation of their customers. 
    As one traditional healer said, “AMETRAMO is also aware of some tradi-
tional healers who use traditional medicines for bad purposes, and AME-
TRAMO as an association has fought against them, as they jeopardise its di-
agnostic and healing activities.” Practitioners who misuse traditional 
knowledge are not part of the association. The use of traditional medicine for 
bad or “evil” purposes refers to cases in which residents seek out healers to 
cast spells on others. In this way, these types of traditional healers use the 
services of traditional medicine to harm other people, such as making them 
sick or even killing them. AMETRAMO’s traditional medicine practitioners 
and healers are taught to treat people well, and the inspectors of the association 
denounce and prosecute those who practice traditional medicine for harmful 
purposes.  
    In Moatize, some traditional healers with knowledge of plants use them for 
evil purposes and hide their activities, according to members of AME-
TRAMO. However, there are always people who seek this kind of service, so 
AMETRAMO carries out inspections for this type of traditional healer. AM-
ETRAMO inspectors wear uniforms when carrying out their monitoring du-
ties, a sign of a militarised society in which soldiers in uniform are respected 
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by the populace. The use of a uniform, primarily associated with military mat-
ters, represents power and respect. Supervision by AMETRAMOʼs uniformed 
traditional healers includes knowing what exactly traditional healers, whether 
registered with AMETRAMO or not, are doing in their traditional medicine 
practices. According to one of the traditional healers, “If a healer is caught 
using black magic to harm people, the inspectors handcuff him or her and take 
him to the associationʼs headquarters to be arrested by the police.”  
    In fact, the uniform is a way of identifying the traditional healers of AME-
TRAMO, who, as health leaders, have a certain amount of political power. As 
well as being worn during the fiscalisation process, uniforms also worn during 
traditional healing activities at the AMETRAMO headquarters and when the 
practitioners are invited to represent their association in public state ceremo-
nies. The uniforms are expressly meant to symbolize the association’s power. 
At the AMETRAMO headquarters, traditional healers in leadership positions 
wear uniforms that resemble the military structure. Manjate (2022:227) has 
shown that third rank leaders, such as traditional healers, wear berets with their 
uniforms but do not have stars like the régulos do. 

7.2.1 Perceptions of traditional medicine practices 
In Moatize there are residents who consider themselves “modern” and dis-
tance themselves from traditional practices, but the majority of people in 
Moatize see traditional medicine as an effective alternative to the physical and 
spiritual problems they face. In descriptions of their daily lives, people told 
me that traditional medicine was used to explain certain problems that arose 
in the context of social pressures caused by the influence of modernisation, 
including the issue of mining. AMETRAMO has also been consulted by resi-
dents seeking explanations from the spiritual world about the poor treatment 
they have received from their bosses at the mining company, the evil eye of 
their hierarchical superiors, the reasons why Valeʼs mining practices have de-
stroyed their assets, and more. I understand that these services are, to some 
extent, a way of explaining the causes of various social and health problems 
affecting the local population. Many of the problems reported by AME-
TRAMOʼs traditional healers are related to illness and unemployment, and the 
role of the healers is to explain how to solve or minimise these problems in 
accordance with the spirits’ wishes. 
    Some people in Moatize have problems with the recognition and legitimi-
sation of the practice of traditional medicine. Because traditional medicine 
was not recognised in the country between 1975 and 1992, there are those who 
claim they have never sought traditional medical services. Despite the nega-
tive discourse around traditional healers and their practices, AMETRAMO 
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members affirmed that Moatize natives know that traditional medicine can 
cure many illnesses, especially spiritual ones, because they were born into a 
traditional Nyungwe culture that taught the power of traditional medicine. For 
the traditional healers at AMETRAMOʼs headquarters, the problem was that 
in some of the service areas of Moatize, bosses forbade their workers to seek 
traditional medical services, claiming that its practitioners were “obscurant-
ists” and always harmed others. Nevertheless, the same people who said this 
while at work would themselves seek the healing services of traditional heal-
ers at night.  
    This ambiguous double standard was also present among state public sector 
workers in Moatize. Within the state apparatus, those I spoke with informally 
acknowledged that practices of sorcery existed, but that it served a harmful 
purpose by “hindering the career advancement of some people.” State officials 
who said they were “modernised” and did not follow tradition mentioned that 
some colleagues in the state used curandeiros (traditional healers) to seek pro-
fessional advancement. Consequently, they stopped investing in their studies, 
which could have actually helped them advance their professional careers. 
These state officials considered traditional medicine as magic used to harm an 
adversary or enrich themselves. Yet many state employees in Moatize sought 
the services of traditional healers to resolve health issues or to assist with job 
searches. 
    One AMETRAMO traditional healer pointed out that they only use tradi-
tional medicine for positive purposes and do not engage in harmful sorcery. 
AMETRAMO is an association that works directly with the state and therefore 
is aligned with the Ministry of Healthʼs agenda. According to AMETRAMO 
guidelines, “evil practices are not allowed.” Although they did not admit it to 
me, Moatize’s traditional healers have knowledge of sorcery, but as an organ-
isation recognised by the state, AMETRAMO no longer legitimises sorcery 
practices because it is prohibited. Healers also confirm this fact when they say 
that have the ability to remove spells that may affect residents who seek their 
services.  
    Another traditional healer at the AMETRAMO headquarters informed me 
that society has an idea that civil servants and urban citizens are unlikely to 
use traditional health services, but the truth is that many of their patients come 
from both government services and private companies, seeking advancement 
and recognition in their professions. In Mozambique, there was an idea that 
traditional medicine was “backward” and held back development, and that 
there was a need to build a modern society away from these practices. This 
idea became widespread after independence in 1975, but it did not stop people 
from seeking or practising traditional medicine. Some sought these services 
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clandestinely, as the traditional healers at AMETRAMO headquarters men-
tioned, but others adopted the idea that “backward” traditional medicine 
should be replaced entirely by biomedical health services. 
    Anastâncio, a 55-year-old traditional healer who I spoke with at AME-
TRAMOʼs headquarters in Moatize, made it clear that their practices, although 
involving spirit possession, were different from sorcery. They used their tra-
ditional knowledge in conjunction with spirits exclusively for benevolent pur-
poses. In practice, the traditional healers at AMETRAMO said that what they 
do is kulapa, which means to “heal,” and many people came to them for ku-
lapa. One of the traditional healers said that everyone in Nyungwe culture has 
used traditional medicines for kulapa. In Moatize, everyone is born into a tra-
ditional medical model in which a child is given “moon medicine” (ntsatsi) at 
birth. This medicine is believed to promote health throughout the child’s de-
velopment, and those who do not receive it are at great risk of becoming men-
tally ill in adulthood. Specific medicinal plants taken from their sacred lands 
were used to prepare this remedy. The medicine was associated with the moon 
because children took it when the moon was full, and children or adults who 
did not take it are thought to be in a state of imbalance with nature. The ra-
tionale given to me was that children tended to be out of balance with their 
environment during full moon periods, and the way to heal them was to ad-
minister moon medicine. Diseases that occurred in children, such as epilepsy, 
were associated with not having received moon medicine. Therefore, someone 
without knowledge of traditional ntsatsi risked having a sick child, and the 
hospital would always treat the illness in ways that contradicted the recom-
mendations of traditional medicine recommend.  
    Viewing traditional AMETRAMO healing practices as witchcraft could 
lead to a lack of understanding of local health practices. Geschiere (1997:2–
3) points out that in Africa, witchcraft discourses are linked to modern 
changes, often in surprising ways. Today, modern techniques and commodi-
ties, often of Western origin, are central to rumours about the occult. It is 
therefore difficult to argue that there is an obvious opposition between witch-
craft and modernity; on the contrary, rumours and practices related to occult 
powers are widespread in the most modern sectors of society. In Africa, the 
dynamism of these concepts and images is particularly striking: they are con-
stantly being reformulated and recreated, often in a determined effort to sig-
nify or control political-economic changes. In fact, rumours and practices as-
sociated with occult forces are prevalent in contemporary society of Moatize, 
including public sector environments of the state. Some interlocutors in 
Moatize even speculate that those who hold influential positions in these sec-
tors used witchcraft to attain their status.  
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    The traditional healers at AMETRAMO headquarters confirmed to me that 
people working in state institutions also reported anonymous magical attacks 
against public officials in leadership positions. The attackers sought to take 
over their management roles. It is common for traditional healers at AME-
TRAMO to receive complaints about sorcery in state police stations, where 
unknown persons drugged the police chiefs in order to kill them. Although 
attempted murders have not been ignored, the dominant explanation for these 
and other misfortunes has typically involved the spiritual world, overseen by 
traditional healers. Even if it was proven that someone ordered the attempted 
murder of a leader, consulting traditional healers was considered necessary to 
strengthen the leader’s position and prevent further attacks. Geschiere (1997) 
argues that the embrace of modernization in African societies does not neces-
sarily lead to the disappearance of witchcraft. Modernity itself generates dis-
courses about witchcraft, resulting in inequality, with some citizens being per-
ceived as elite and others as subalterns. This is exactly what I observed in the 
relations between state officials and AMETRAMO. 

7.3. The Mozambican state and AMETRAMO  
Interacting with traditional healers in Moatize, I learnt that the state no longer 
invited them to important state events, such as performing rituals to communi-
cate with the ancestors. Traditional healers in Moatize said that the Municipal 
Council and District Administration have sidelined them in matters of state. 
As I found, both the Municipal and District Administrations separate tradi-
tional entities according to their areas of activity, with traditional healers usu-
ally associated with the area of healing and the chieftaincy as the highest tra-
ditional political structure, representing traditional power as a whole. 
    Although AMETRAMO representatives mentioned that the state underes-
timated and often failed to recognise them, especially when it handed over 
their sacred lands to the multinational mining company, it remains noteworthy 
that the association nevertheless cooperates with the state health sector at the 
local level. Inside the AMETRAMO headquarters, for example, biomedical 
health images were hung on the walls to campaign against the attack, traffick-
ing, and murder of albinos32 in Moatize. The local biomedical health services 
had turned to AMETRAMO for assistance, offering these posters to support 
their biomedical health campaign to change their negative attitudes towards 

 
32 There is a local belief in Moatize that albinos are not equal to other human beings, leading to 
them being trafficked and killed for magical practices. There are also rumours that albino gen-
itals, alleged to bring power and wealth, are sold on the black market. As one resident said, 
“Albino genitals are also used by traditional healers to treat sexual impotence.”  
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albinos. Because messages were more likely to be heard and understood if 
delivered in the local language, and by an influential traditional association, 
AMETRAMO’s healers always used the Nyungwe language to make people 
aware of this criminal practice.  
    During campaigns to raise peopleʼs awareness of harmful health practices, 
the state offered motorbikes to traditional healers to facilitate their movement 
in the neighbourhoods of Moatize. Anastâncio stated: “We have been involved 
in raising awareness of the stateʼs campaigns to vaccinate children, in a con-
text where the population believes more in traditional medicine than in bio-
medical practice. We also campaign for voter registration and against the stig-
matisation of albinos.” In other words, the Frelimo government has used AM-
ETRAMO to support its interests, including the association and other tradi-
tional healers in maximising its political agenda. For their part, the traditional 
medical services also relied on state medical services to support their work, 
despite having their own doctrine and therapeutic mechanisms. The National 
Health Service through the Moatize Health Directorate supported AME-
TRAMO with material equipment and paid traditional healers to carry out bi-
omedical health campaigns. In 2016, however, these campaign activities 
stopped because the Ministry of Health did not have the financial resources to 
continue them, prompting AMETRAMO members to speak of their absent 
“father.” At the same time, AMETRAMO functioned as an institution within 
the state and was, in fact, created by the state for these purposes, closely fol-
lowing the stateʼs own agenda. AMETRAMO was linked to the services of 
political power, and Frelimo rationalised its mobilising role, particularly im-
portant in a region where the state needed to impose itself, given that tradi-
tional authorities had historically been linked to RENAMO. The state, through 
Frelimo, continued to work with representatives of AMETRAMO and tradi-
tional authorities in general as a way of controlling traditional power, which 
was legitimised by society.  
    The traditional healers at AMETRAMOʼs headquarters also indicated that 
as an association, they were open to learning biomedical practices – and even 
replacing of some of their practices, such as those using razor blades, one of 
the main instruments they used to make incisions on body parts in therapeutic 
procedures. The biomedical health services and users of traditional medicine 
in the country have previously criticised the prevalent use of razor blades in 
traditional healing procedures. This criticism came in the context of 
HIV/AIDS, when practitioners were accused of using a single razor blade to 
make incisions in the bodies of different patients and thus spreading the dis-
ease. Biomedical health workers, in coordination with AMETRAMO, have 
raised the awareness of the dangers of this practice so that traditional healers 
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do not reuse razor blades for different patients. The traditional healers in 
Moatize pointed out that patients were also concerned about bringing their 
own razor blades to use in these services. Another point the healers empha-
sised was that when they used razor blades to make incisions, “we are carrying 
out a vaccination as the biomedical health services do.” As one of them said, 
“They work with the syringe to vaccinate, while we work with the razor blade 
to do our vaccinations.” 
    From what I observed in Moatize, the power of the traditional healers’ 
knowledge was one of the main reasons that the state cooperated with AME-
TRAMO; it did not control them completely, particularly in matters of the 
spiritual world. However, the state was also concerned with training AME-
TRAMO members in good health practices. In this kind of cooperation, tradi-
tional medicine services depended on the state to develop their activities. AM-
ETRAMO only intervened when the state gave permission to proceed. The 
partnership envisioned by Resolution 11/2004, which established a policy of 
traditional medicine and approved the incorporation of traditional medical 
knowledge into the National Health Service has not truly materialised. What 
is actually happening is that patients are simply transferred from one institu-
tion to another when an illness considered outside the institution’s remit. The 
transfer of patients does not happen when traditional healers are represented 
in biomedical health centres or biomedical health officials are represented in 
traditional medicine institutions. In this partnership, one entity had more 
power over the other and tried to impose its vision of health. As modern 
biomedical health systems necessarily influence the traditional one, unequal 
power relations exist in local therapeutic landscapes (Mahumana 2015). 
Thus, although traditional medicine was legitimised by the Mozambican 
state, the problems of recognition and integration still prevailed in the 
Moatize Municipality. Politically, local biomedical health services condi-
tioned the interventions of traditional healers – primarily those represented 
by AMETRAMO – and made them dependent on the state. Interestingly, 
some traditional healers claimed the paternity of the state and regretted its 
absence from their programmes.  

7.4 Traditional healers and coal mining practices  
While the Vale/Vulcan companies and the Mozambican state saw coal mining 
as creating development opportunities and turning Moatize into a productive 
and modernised landscape, bringing new infrastructure such as roads, private 
health clinics, and a state health centre, practitioners of traditional medicine 
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did not have the same vision. For them, the mining projects destroyed the ter-
ritories that gave rest to the spirits and connected them to their ancestors. Leda, 
a 52-year-old healer who practises traditional medicine in her home and ad-
vertises her services on posters, explained that in the 25 de Setembro neigh-
bourhood, the construction of the 25 de Setembro Health Centre did not mean 
that the demand for traditional medicine services had diminished. On the con-
trary, she argued that she and other traditional healers saw these traditional 
services as a way of making sense of their existence amidst the changes 
brought about by the mining boom. Leda also said that in the resettlement area, 
many Vale miners sought her services for treatment that would ensure their 
success at work or even to help them gain promotions in their workplaces. 
    In the streets of the 25 de Setembro resettlement area, where people were 
generally well-informed about modern health practices, it was normal for tra-
ditional healers to display posters advertising their ability to fix problems 
brought about by “modernity.” These posters claimed the healers had the 
power to cure various health problems related to sexual impotence, asthma, 
and blood pressure. Traditional healers reinvented themselves by expanding 
their range of health services in the midst of changes brought about by urban-
isation. Rather than resisting external influences as such, locals sometimes ap-
propriated and incorporated them into their own culture. According to the tra-
ditional healers, the concession of their traditional lands to Vale had created a 
huge spiritual void in Moatize. Within the land ceded to the multinational 
company were environmental resources such as sacred trees, under which 
their ancestors performed traditional religious ceremonies for the stability and 
cohesion of community life. As 54-year-old Belito, an AMETRAMO tradi-
tional healer, explained: 

 
Because of the dispossession of sacred land, the spirits that resided there have left the 
place and returned to be hosted by the patients that we have previously removed them 
from, and the danger of these spirits is that they will cause illness in the people that we 
have healed. 

 
According to traditional healers at the AMETRAMO headquarters, this hap-
pened because the state and Vale expropriated their land without carrying out 
adequate traditional ceremonies. The traditional healers suggested that the 
cosmology of nature held by them and others in Moatize has been challenged 
by the mining companyʼs massive dispossession of their land, where biodi-
versity had been destroyed to make way for coal mining. The construction of 
huge coal mining areas also forced traditional healers to find distant fields to 
access the medicinal plants used in their therapeutic procedures. To reach 
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these new, distant fields,33 they had to shoulder the costs of transport. They 
were also forced to pay fees to local leaders to access the forests, unlike in 
Moatize, where they had collected medicinal plants for free. 
    The traditional healersʼ descriptions of the different kinds of spirits that re-
sided on their sacred lands, which the companyʼs caterpillar mining trucks 
were removing, made it clear that there neither the company nor the state 
showed any respect for their ancestors. Traditional healers also mentioned that 
they should have been included in the ceremony of removing various amulets 
and other traditional items left on their lands. In the ceremonies granting 
Moatize lands to Vale, the Queen Spanela represented the traditional structure 
as the traditional head of the Moatize lands. However, the traditional healers 
of AMETRAMO have stated the Queen is not the only one with the ability to 
contact the spirits – they also have the same ability to contact the same spirits. 
There was a need to separate the spirits upon their departure from the tradi-
tional lands. They knew how to recognise a lion spirit from a leopard or 
mamba snake spirit, and whether it should go to a specific site or not. Anastân-
cio, a traditional healer from AMETRAMO, pointed this out:  

 
In the case of the snake spirits that were run over by the diggers, they returned to the 
people they inhabited. The same people felt severe headaches and began to scream 
alone as if they were mad, and others died. If we had removed the spirits, they could 
have been tied up in a shawl or black capulana, which is placed in water, from which 
later a small snake emerges, which allows the person possessed by the spirit to survive 
or to be cured of the spirits. This small snake is taken to a large river in a cloth or a 
black capulana to immerse it in the bottom of the water, and after two days a small 
snake will appear and transform into a spirit that traditional healers can control to pre-
vent it from attacking patients that it has hosted before. 
 

The traditional healerʼs description above raised a question for me about how 
animal spirits can take possession of people. As I came to understand, these 
traditional healers recognise a category of animals as their totems and inti-
mates. These animals can be embodied by the chiefs of the Moatize lands (see 
also Chapter 3). These animals can also be used to classify spirits, as men-
tioned by the traditional healer above. However, there were many things about 
the secret domain of the spiritual world that the traditional healers did not tell 
me, such as the relationship between these animals and the possession of the 
spirits of dead ancestors. This is related to what Bertelsen (2016:90–91) says 
about Honde, in the Manica Province, where there is a crucial connection be-
tween the politics of chiefly rule and traditional authority, cosmologies of the 

 
33 These new fields were located in the Angónia and Tsangano districts, 292 km and 174 km 
away from Moatize respectively. 
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land and the well-being of its inhabitants, and where the spirits, have the ca-
pacity to resist the territorialisation of their land by state-driven dynamics. Lan 
(1985) also refers to contemporary Zimbabwe, where the Zimbabwe African 
National Liberation Army (ZANLA) relied on the spiritual powers of witches 
to defeat the enemy in guerrilla warfare. Animals, such as eagles, would tell 
the ZANLA troops that danger was imminent, and they would retreat from the 
area, only for the enemy to attack while they were still retreating. 
    Sebastião, a 58-year-old traditional healer from AMETRAMO, explained 
that the lack of rain in Moatize was a result of the spirits being run over by the 
mining companyʼs cranes and excavators. According to him, the lack of co-
operation between the District Administration, the mining company, the tra-
ditional healers, and the Queen hindered them from organising a joint cere-
mony to peacefully remove the spirits from the land they occupy and stop the 
evil occurring in Moatize. Sebastião added this: 

 
If the mining company had carried out a coal mining operation that respected traditional 
issues, the spirits would not have manifested and punished Moatize as they did. They 
would have been controlled, and there would have been no accidents at work in the 
various mining sites, no people getting sick because of the spirits, and there would have 
been no lack of rain and productivity in Moatize. 

 
Two points of view must be highlighted to analyse what the traditional healers 
said about the consequences of removing of spirits from ancestral lands to 
make way for Valeʼs coal mining activity. The first is related to the level of 
discourse against a modern project that, in their view, has come to destroy the 
forms of power that they once commanded in the community, a power based 
on traditional knowledge about the spirit world that only they can explain. 
Because explaining the spirit world is possible only within the realm of tradi-
tional knowledge, and because the spirit world is feared by various sectors of 
Moatize society, it is mobilised to oppose unsustainable mining practices.  
    Second, the mining industry has caused practitioners of traditional medicine 
to lose the resources they relied on for survival, making them vulnerable. 
These are typical discourses against modern projects like Valeʼs. Such pro-
jects make it difficult for traditional healers to earn a living from their fields. 
Traditional knowledge based on local cosmology, such as that of spirits, is 
used as a mechanism to explain the emptiness that has befallen them. The 
presence of witchcraft in modern contexts provides multiple interpretations of 
the new inequalities that have emerged (cf. Geschiere 1997:16). The discourse 
of traditional healers in Moatize was embedded in the struggle for resources 
and the affirmation of their power as agents of traditional medicine, which 
they see being weakened by the coal industry. 
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    AMETRAMOʼs traditional healers also reported that the spirits have the 
ability to stop the mining companyʼs cranes or excavators from extracting the 
coal. Anita, a 49-year-old traditional healer from AMETRAMO, gave the fol-
lowing example:  

 
A bulldozer driver got inflamation on his skin, and his machine stopped working while 
he was extracting coal in the mine. The company later took the driver to a specialised 
clinic, which was unable to cure him, so the driver decided to seek us out as traditional 
healers. 

 
When the bulldozer driver consulted the traditional healer, the spirits re-
vealed that a lion spirit inhabited the site where the machine was extracting 
coal and that this spirit forbade him to extract the coal. The spirits also re-
vealed the medicine that the driver should take as a treatment, and a few days 
later, he returned to work. In Moatize, traditional healers also pointed out 
that with the arrival of the mining company, many workers discovered spir-
itual problems whose solution lay in the healers’ domain. This was why the 
number of traditional ceremonies to exorcise the evil spirits in the miners’ 
work was multiplying.  
     Although it is difficult to understand the human agency of actions related 
to “witchcraft” practices, as Geschiere (1997) mentions, the fact that 
Moatize’s traditional healers were fighting Valeʼs mining practices by using 
these invisible means placed the traditional healers in a domain of resistance. 
Traditional healers may have operated in the invisible realm of spirits, but they 
also had earthly agency and were, above all, political actors. The argument 
about their form of resistance to bad mining practices fits well into Scott’s 
(1990) concept of infrapolitics – what they do is unnoticeable and feared be-
cause of its invisibility. The traditional healers of Moatize have developed this 
vast arsenal of the spirit world as a weapon for clandestine protest in an envi-
ronment where open protest is extremely dangerous and repressed. Witchcraft 
is in many ways the classic recourse of these marginalised people, who have 
no open means of challenging the mining practices of a powerful multinational 
company like Vale (see Scott 1990:141–144). The invisible agency of the spir-
its has made the resistance discourses of the traditional healers more feared 
and more respected. This also meant that, unlike other visible resisters such as 
small farmers, the police did not physically repress them.  
    Outside AMETRAMOʼs headquarters, several traditional healers men-
tioned that Vale did not take seriously the issue of spirits that resided on their 
land and in the houses where they treated patients. Vulcan followed the same 
policies as the Vale. According to Isabel, a traditional healer, before Vale 
came to Moatize, she had a good brick house as well as a house where her 
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assistants, also traditional healers, slept. When Vale wanted her land, they did 
not ask about her work as a traditional healer who depended on the spirit house 
(a separate building where she does her treatments), which was also destroyed. 
When Isabel stopped working after the destruction of her spirit house, the spir-
its chased her and would not let her go, demanding that she returned to work 
as a traditional healer. From her point of view, the spirits would have killed 
her had she had not sought ways to return to her work. Later, when the Moatize 
District Administration intervened in her case, she was able to build a spirit 
house, though not the same size as the one she had in her old neighbourhood 
of Chipanga. Isabel mentioned that there were consequences for moving her 
spirit house to the 25 de Setembro neighbourhood – the spirits no longer had 
the same power because they did not recognise the new area as sacred. Even 
her clients who had visited her in Chipanga struggled to locate her new house, 
suggesting that the same spirits were preventing them from finding it. 
    Isabelʼs narrative illustrates how mining activities can affect the ways in 
which local cosmology and spirits survive. However, modernisation projects 
such as Valeʼs, which presupposed the modernisation of the traditional envi-
ronment of Moatize, have had the opposite effect on traditional medicine, 
whose practitioners, although negatively affected by the practice of mining, 
continued to practice their activities and even mobilised. 

7.4.1 Traditional healers and environmental sustainability 
The traditional healers who were dedicated to selling a range of medicines 
said that certain plants with therapeutic power have been difficult to obtain 
because the forests had been destroyed to make way for mining projects. The 
traditional healersʼ perspective extended to others who had received compen-
sation land, claiming that it lacked the size and symbolic value of the expro-
priated plots. In other words, both traditional healers and small farmers in 
Moatize feel that their way of life, based on coexistence with nature, was un-
dermined by the “logic of extraction” (cf. Perez-Garcia 2021). Small farmers 
and traditional healers were concerned not only about the land itself but also 
about the biodiversity that played a key role in their lives. Even after their 
lands were expropriated and they were resettled in areas closer to the urban 
centres of Moatize, the traditional healers demanded alternative lands of equal 
symbolic and material value, located farther from Moatize, as compensation. 
There, they were able continue living in the forest, with access to ecosystems 
different from those that were destroyed.  
    The descriptions of traditional healers of the role of spirits in resisting min-
ing practices in Moatize could be also interpreted as a way of asserting the 
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power they were losing against the Queen, who was considered an intermedi-
ary with the District Administration and the multinational coal company. Ac-
cording to Geschiere (1997:8–10), traditional discourses against modernity 
offer hidden means to gain power while also reflecting feelings of impotence. 
One version of these discourses is a reaction against the cumulative force that 
prevails in modern African politics. Modernity projects can cause inequality 
in local communities and disrupt traditional orders. This may lead to new 
forms of power, such as those brought about by coal mining, which can break 
old internal solidarities.  
    To explain the phenomenon of land loss caused by the coal industry in 
Moatize, Martinez-Alier (2002, 2014) has presented a useful interpretation. 
He argues that in the territories located on the borders of mineral extraction, 
conflicts arise due to the contest over the values and environmental resources 
that are at risk. The existing land conflicts can be interpreted as classic land 
conflicts with an environmental content, in which territorial struggles overlap 
with environmental struggles. Using the concept of “environmentalism of the 
poor,” Martinez-Alier (2002, 2014) helps to explain the phenomenon of land 
loss, biodiversity, and deforestation, as well as to understand the set of re-
sistance strategies that traditional healers generated to protect and defend their 
environmental rights in Moatize. Communities regarded various development 
projects, including mining, as hostile because such initiatives resulted in the 
loss of natural resources on which their livelihoods depended. They also em-
phasised that the environment is not a luxury but a fundamental condition of 
survival. The environmentalism of the poor does not mean that the poor usu-
ally feel, think, and behave like environmentalists. In the many resources and 
extractive conflicts of the past and present, the poor have often been on the 
side of conservation against corporations and the state. Martinez-Alier’s envi-
ronmentalism of the poor is in line with the interests and values of the residents 
of Moatize, for whom the degradation of their environment represented a loss 
of their way of life. For traditional healers, both the forest environment and 
their sacred lands provide the resources essential for their livelihoods. In this 
context, they sought to defend their territorial rights in areas containing par-
ticular sacred elements, including the forests, trees, and medicinal plants.  
    Martinez-Alier (2002:11) argues that the main thrust of the environmental-
ism of the poor is not a sacred reverence for nature but rather a material inter-
est in the environment as a source and condition of livelihood; not so much a 
concern for the rights of other species and future human generations as a con-
cern for todayʼs poor people. Although Martinez-Alier (2002) adds that in 
ecological distribution conflicts, the poor are often on the side of resource 
conservation and a clean environment, studies such as Lacbawanʼs (2022) in 
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the northern Philippines show that the poor do not always care about protect-
ing their environment, with cases of local people being punished for destroy-
ing the environment. The poor use the language of economic compensation as 
one of several ways to express the value of environmental damage, but in 
Moatize, because they depend on the environment resources, residents some-
times resort to non-economic terms to describe its worth, reflecting the envi-
ronment’s incommensurable value. 
    Low and Lawrence-Zúniga (2003:13) argue that the relationship between 
people and their environment involves more than ascribing meaning to space. 
It involves the recognition and cultural elaboration of perceived properties of 
environments in mutually constituting ways through narratives and practices. 
In addition, Ballard and Banks (2003:299) suggest a concern with controlling 
fundamental issues of community sovereignty through various channels and 
media, as well as appealling to more powerful audiences about environmental 
degradation. Community protest against environmental degradation is not al-
ways reducible to a prioritisation of environmental concerns to the detriment 
of other interests. 
    The analysis of Valeʼs mining practices in Moatize shows how the company 
endangered the sustainability of local residents, in particularly the traditional 
healers who depended on the ecosystem for survival. Traditional healers, es-
pecially those affiliated with AMETRAMO, recognised their marginalisation 
in the concession of Moatize lands to Vale. The state granted concession in 
the presence of Queen Spanela, the head of the Moatize lands, and but ex-
cluded the traditional healers, who were also part of the region’s traditional 
authority. This led to conflicts between the two traditional power structures.  

7.5 Conclusion 
The traditional healers in Moatize demonstrated that they are political actors 
who have managed to resist the mining practices of the multinational company 
through visible and invisible means, which Scott (1990) refers to as infrapol-
itics. This visible and invisible resistance reinforced the discourses of power 
underlying their practices. Because those who understood and engaged in in-
visible resistance operated within the realm of traditional knowledge, their ac-
tions were not suppressed, unlike other forms of resistance based on overt hu-
man agency. The traditional healers’ resistance to Valeʼs mining practices was 
also a political struggle to reclaim their roles as practitioners of traditional 
medicine and as representatives of a traditional power structure that was un-
dermined when Moatize lands were granted to Vale. 
    Despite this, AMETRAMO was held significant political influence and was 
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able to mobilise the population, especially in rural areas. This mobilisation 
was essential for cooperation with the biomedical services, which involving 
AMETRAMO in various national health campaigns. The integration of tradi-
tional medicine services, framed as a partnership between the two medical 
landscapes, was, in practice, characterised by the imposition of the biomedical 
vision of health on the traditional one. What was actually happening in 
Moatize is the instrumentalisation of this institution by the state, which used 
AMETRAMO to impose its agenda on the population. When the state created 
AMETRAMO, it was aware of the power of traditional medicine in commu-
nities and created a legal space for it, where it would receive the same consid-
eration as state biomedical services. However, in Moatize, AMETRAMO was 
integrated within the state health services and became more dependent on the 
state for the implementation of its activities in public health units. The state 
also provided campaign materials on biomedical health services, ranging from 
HIV/AIDS prevention to the search for medical and pharmaceutical assistance 
when people did not have illnesses related to spirituality. 
    The spiritual world in Moatize was used by the traditional healers to claim 
their rights as part of a traditional institution with ability to diagnose spirits 
and ward off evil. They argued that their absence from the ceremonies grant-
ing land to Vale for mining is the reason that evil spirits continue to roam 
Moatize, causing drought and spiritual problems for people previously cured 
of evil spirits. Because these spirits were not informed of the expropriation of 
their sacred lands, Moatize will never prosper, and the land will never produce 
at the levels of the past. 
    The struggle of traditional healers in Moatize against coal mining practices 
was a fight to defend both their resources and their authority, which has been 
threatened by the practices of the mining industry. It was a struggle in which 
spirits – as invisible agents of resistance – acted within a modernity character-
ised resource accumulation that excludes certain groups, such as traditional 
healers who, in addition to being excluded, saw their means of survival expro-
priated by Vale.  
    The spiritual world was not only a source of power for traditional healers 
in Moatize but also shaped the beliefs of the residents, who viewed it as a way 
to explain health, illness, and misfortunes, and to seek good fortune, such as 
gaining employment in specific institutions. However, to avoid misunder-
standing, the spiritual world of Moatize must be explained using its own con-
cepts. It should also be understood in relation to modernisation and as a means 
of political engagement for those not directly involved in formal politics.  
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Chapter 8. Conflicts over Mining Revenues 
between Public Authorities 

In this chapter, I examine another level of resistance: the political agency as-
serted by the Moatize Municipal Administration over the Moatize District Ad-
ministration, both of which are led by members of the ruling Frelimo party. In 
this type of resistance, the Municipal Administration, led by its Mayor, did 
not comply with the rules of the Decentralisation Law 2/1997, as it sought for 
to exercise its decision-making power in areas of the Municipality controlled 
by the District Administration. This is a form of institutional resistance by the 
Municipal Administration, which opposed the District Administration’s con-
trol over the 2.75% mining revenues fund allocated by the central government. 
Their resistance stems from the fact that these mining resources are earmarked 
for development programmes in the communities affected by Vale’s resettle-
ment, which are located within the municipal area. However, the Mayor’s re-
sistance is grounded in the support of citizens, who legitimise his governance 
and underpins his attempts to gain control over the fund’s management – a 
move that would mean changing the law on the management of mining funds. 
This chapter argues that both the Mayor and the residents of Moatize tried to 
use the tactical means at their disposal to wrest control of the 2.75% mining 
revenue fund from the District Administration. 
    In order to examine the conflicts of interests between the two public author-
ities, I will analyse the celebration of the Day of Mozambican Heroes, which 
I attended on 3 February 2023. This event revealed the power struggles be-
tween the Municipal and District Administrations and illuminated how decen-
tralisation in Moatize is influenced by a power struggle over mining revenues. 
Because the perspectives of Moatize residents are central to understanding the 
conflicts between the two authorities, I will analyse residents’ views on de-
centralisation practices in Moatize, highlighting the ways in which each public 
administration impacts on their daily lives, particularly in the provision of ser-
vices of public interest. In the latter part of the chapter, I will analyse how the 
political opposition party RENAMO resists mining practices affecting the lo-
cal population in Moatize through various deliberations in the Municipal 
Council, where the party holds some seats. 
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8.1 The ceremony honouring Mozambican heroes 
The celebration of Mozambique’s Heroes’ Day took place at Praça dos Heróis 
(Heroes’ Square) in the centre of Moatize and was attended by around 250 
people, many of them young. The heads of various departments of the District 
Administration were also present, dressed in their formal attire. Also present 
were antigos combatentes da luta armada de libertação nacional (former 
combatants of the armed struggle for national liberation), who, because 3 Feb-
ruary is a day reserved for paying tribute to their comrades who died in the 
liberation struggle, were also dressed in their formal uniform of trousers, shirt, 
and blue cap. The ceremony was scheduled to start at 9:00 a.m. but started 15 
minutes late, finishing around 10:45 a.m. The Mayor of Moatize arrived 
shortly after 9:00 a.m., accompanied and escorted by members of Frelimo 
sympathisers on motorbikes and dressed in red T-shirts with Frelimo symbols 
and flags, and his popularity was noted during the entire ceremony. When he 
arrived, the other guests of honour were already there, but the ceremony still 
could not start because the District Administrator, who was representing the 
president of the Republic of Mozambique, had not yet arrived. Shortly after 
the Mayor’s entrance, the Administrator arrived, accompanied by a man es-
corting him, but without the pomp of the Mayorʼs arrival. A curious fact about 
the state ceremony on 3 February 2023 was that no members of RENAMO, 
the main opposition party in Moatize, were present. However, a member of 
the Democratic Movement of Mozambique (MDM) held RENAMO’s flag. 
The rest of the crowd consisted of civil society members and ordinary citizens 
who attended the ceremony to honour Mozambican heroes. 
    The ceremony began with the singing of the national anthem, after which 
the master of ceremonies announced the laying of flowers by the District Ad-
ministrator on Heroesʼ Square. After the wreath laying, the high dignitaries of 
Moatize made their speeches. Mayor Carlos Portimão was the first to give his 
speech. Yet instead of honouring the heroes for whom the date was reserved, 
the Mayor described the achievements of the Municipality of Moatize under 
his mandate. He highlighted the social infrastructure that he had built, espe-
cially the roads. Then he said, “All the promises I made, my Administration 
will fulfil.” He went on to criticise all those who had sullied his name and his 
term in office by accusing him of diverting funds allocated for social infra-
structure in the Municipality. The Mayorʼs accusations extended to those who 
claimed that he was not committed to the development of Moatize. At the end 
of his speech, the Mayor invited the former combatants of the armed struggle 
for national liberation to a reception organised by the Municipal Administra-
tion to celebrate the passing of Heroesʼ Day. He announced, however, that he 
would not attend the reception because he was not feeling well.  
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    Then followed the speech of District Administrator, Eugénio Muchanga 
who began by criticising the Mayorʼs speech, saying that “there was much that 
he mentioned that should not have been said at a ceremony honouring Mozam-
bican heroes.” According to him, “Much of what the Mayor said could have 
been said in an activity review meeting that we used to have together.” Then 
he said this: “In Moatize, I am the representative of the Head of State.” Then 
he turned to the ex-combatants and told them: “I am your leader, and there is 
also a department for ex-combatants in the District Administration, where the 
Mayor should have withdrawn his invitation to ex-combatants to attend the 
celebration.” After these words, there was total silence among those in attend-
ance at the ceremony. The silence, according to those present, showed that 
they knew the consequences that would follow for those who failed to obey 
the District Administratorʼs orders: they would be punished.  
    However, the day after the reception organised by the Mayor, I heard from 
Estrelinda, a 42-year-old state official present at the ceremony, that some of 
the ex-combatants went to the reception. I asked her why they did not obey 
the orders of the District Administrator and why they remained silent after he 
reiterated that he was their leader and should not attend the reception. This is 
what she told me:  

 
After the Administratorʼs speech, most of those present, like me, remained silent and 
looked at each other without murmuring, as a sign of respect. This was not because we 
agreed with what he was saying, but because we knew that if we openly disagreed with 
what he was saying, we could be considered rebels. […] The former combatants also 
know that they owe obedience to the Administrator, but knowing that there would be 
no control over their presence at the event, some of them attended the reception. 
 

However, on 3 February 2023, which was a Friday and a national holiday, 
many of those present at the end of the ceremony went to social events organ-
ised for the occasion with work colleagues, friends, and others. Some cele-
brated by drinking beer in the barracas (small restaurants). It was in these 
small restaurants that I heard many views on the contrasting speeches of the 
two leaders of the two public authorities in Moatize. 

8.1.1 Understanding the ceremony  
Residents I spoke to on 3 February 2023 after the ceremony, as well as later 
that week, stressed that they had never witnessed a state event at which there 
were contrasting speeches between leaders, especially those from the same 
political party. In a conversation with Reliquia, a 41-year-old state employee, 
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she gave me the following interpretation of the arrival of the two heads of the 
public administrations of Moatize: 

 
Normally, the pomp and circumstance given to the Mayor of Moatize should have been 
given to the highest leader of the district, in this case the Administrator. However, as 
we have seen, the young people have their own interpretation of municipal and district 
leadership in Moatize. They need to understand that the highest leader in Moatize is the 
Administrator. 
 

Her words suggested that the young people who accompanied Mayor Carlos 
Portimão were supportive of him, singing hymns on his arrival to show their 
support. However, some of those present at the ceremony interpreted this be-
haviour as a violation of the rules, since the same demonstration of support 
should have been shown for the Administrator, who is the highest state digni-
tary in Moatize. According to other residents I spoke to, the attitude of the 
young people present at the ceremony is linked to the Moatize district govern-
ance process, in which many young people feel unrepresented.  
    The residents of Moatize attributed also the contradiction between the 
speeches of the Mayor and the District Administrator to the fact that the Dis-
trict Administration, an appointed and centralised authority, manages the 
2.75% mining resources fund that the central state transfers to them. The Mu-
nicipal Administration, through its Mayor and as an elected and decentralised 
public authority, opposed this type of management in its decentralised area, 
believing that it has the right to control mining revenues within its jurisdiction. 
The residents of Moatize pointed out the control of mining resources was de-
termined by the state not by the wishes of the Municipal Administration, nor 
by themselves, who legitimised the Municipal Administration because it re-
sponded to their daily concerns. As they mentioned, Moatize was also charac-
terised by an unequal distribution of mining revenues. Carlos, a 47-year-old 
member of a local CSO, said the following about how he perceived the oppos-
ing speeches of the Mayor and the Administrator:  

 
This concerns the control of mining revenue fund. Sharing the same funds seems to lead 
to a lack of mutual understanding. Significant amounts of money are flowing into 
Moatize, and both the Municipal and District Administrations are closely monitoring 
the situation. 

 
Municipal residents, mainly from the 25 de Setembro resettlement neighbour-
hood, said they did not understand why their area, which was under the juris-
diction of the Municipality, was being administered by the District Admin-
istration when it came to managing the 2.75% mining revenue fund to which 
they were entitled. For these residents, it made sense for the Municipality to 
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claim its right to manage the mining revenue fund. As these residents pointed 
out, the everyday discourses and practices of governance in Moatize, which 
give legitimacy to the Municipal Administration, have led it to claim political 
agency and control over the 2.75% mining revenue fund in the areas under its 
jurisdiction. However, the law is clear: the District Administration is the pub-
lic authority that administers the 2.75% mining revenue fund. But the residents 
and the Municipal Administration, through its Mayor, wanted to force a 
change in the law, using all the tactics at their disposal. 
    Reginaldo, a member of one of Moatize’s civil society organisations, who 
was also present at the ceremony, said the following in his interpretation of 
the contrasting speeches: 

 
The Mayor and the Municipal Council expected to manage the 2.75% fund, but this is 
not the case, so a Municipal Consultative Council has been created to discuss and decide 
on its development priorities, reporting to the District Consultative Council. The fact is 
that the Consultative Council very much follows the agenda of the Municipal Admin-
istration in choosing its development priorities, which does not sit well with the Moatize 
District Administration. 

 
What Reginaldo refers to in his description is what I discussed in Chapter 6: 
the fact that the District Administrator of Moatize did not agree that the solar 
lamps purchased using the 2.75% mining revenue fund were a priority for the 
communities affected by the mining problem in the Municipality Moatize. In 
the day-to-day governance of Moatize, the Municipal Consultative Council 
interacted more frequently with the Municipality Administration than with the 
District Administration. According to residents, this is why the Municipal Ad-
ministration was able to influence the Municipal Consultative Councilʼs 
choice of development priorities within the framework of the 2.75% mining 
revenue fund. 
    As the residents in Moatize told me, the main reason for the Mayor’s pop-
ularity and legitimacy in the municipality was his inclusive approach to local 
governance, which included frequent interactions with them about the day-to-
day problems in their neighbourhoods. Nevertheless, as I described above, the 
District Administrator viewed Mayor’s actions during the honouring cere-
mony as an attempt to assert a protagonism that exceeded his authority as 
Mayor.  
    In order to understand the process of transferring the 2.75% mining revenue 
fund to Moatize as the host of mining projects, I will analyse the relevant 
Mozambican legislation. Legally, Law 1/2013 – the State Budget Law – was 
the first to provide for the transfer of the 2.75% mining revenue fund to the 
Mozambican areas where mining projects are located. However, how these 
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funds would be transferred to the communities was not specified. Law 8/2003 
on Local State Organs (LOLE) states in Article 3 that it aims to decongest the 
central level and bring public services closer to the population. In order to 
ensure that decisions are timely and suited to local realities, the central state 
strives for principles of administrative deconcentration and debureaucratisa-
tion. Law 8/2003 (article 12, number 1) also defined the district as the main 
territorial unit for the organisation and functioning of the stateʼs local admin-
istration and the basis for planning the economic, social, and cultural devel-
opment of the Republic of Mozambique. The Lei 2/1997 sobre Descentrali-
zação – Law 2/1997 on decentralisation states that local authorities enjoy ad-
ministrative, financial, and patrimonial autonomy, but are subject to adminis-
trative and financial supervision by the state, which means that the 
Municipality of Moatize is subjected to supervision by the District Admin-
istration, verifying the legality of its administrative acts. 
    Law 8/2003 on LOLE gives power the central state organs in the respective 
territories to carry out economic, social, and cultural tasks and programmes of 
local and national interest, without prejudice to the autonomy of the Munici-
palities. These national interests must comply with the Constitution of the Re-
public, the deliberations of the Assembly of the Republic, and the decisions 
of the Council of Ministers and higher state organs. Within the above legal 
framework, the Mozambican state at the central level, through the Ministry of 
Finance, transferred 2.75% of the mining revenues to Moatize. The District 
Administration of Moatize, protected by Law 8/2003, took on the responsibil-
ity of managing the 2.75% mining revenue fund as the main territorial unit in 
Moatize. However, the way in which legislation on state local organs in 
Mozambique has been designed, in the absence of coordination between the 
Municipal Administration and central state organs, can allow for an overlap 
of agendas, as I will show below. 
    Law 8/2003 also establishes a legal framework for how local state organs 
and community authorities should coordinate their activities with a view to 
participatory governance at the district level, as well as in administrative po-
sitions. In turn, the 2003 Guide for Community Participation and Consultation 
in District Planning, published in the Bulletin of the Republic (Guia para par-
ticipação comunitária de 2003), also provided for participatory planning by 
local Consultative Councils – composed of citizens from the relevant districts, 
administrative posts, and localities – in matters of governance and local de-
velopment. However, Decree 80/2004, which regulates how local government 
bodies interact with community authorities, assigns the Municipal Consulta-
tive Council the role of solving problems that affect the population in munic-
ipal areas, which creates an overlap with the functions of Municipal Council. 
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    In Moatize, although there are Consultative Councils set up under the 
above-mentioned legislation, the management of the 2.75% mining revenues 
fund was under the direction of the Moatize District Administration. This 
means that an organ of the central state overlaps with the consultative organs 
set up at the municipal level. The overlap between municipal and district 
boundaries further complicates the devolution process, reflecting the District 
Administration’s cautious approach to expanding municipal governance (cf. 
Weimer and Carrilho 2017). The residents said that the fact that the Moatize 
Municipality did not have the right to exercise full power over the areas under 
its jurisdiction also limited its political agency, which would allow it, for ex-
ample, to define local development priorities that would be fairer and closer 
to residents. For this reason, resistance to the Moatize model of central state 
organs came from the Municipal Administration, which saw its right to man-
age its territory restricted, and from residents, who saw the central state organs 
as ineffective because they did not respond to their social problems, including 
those regarding the use of the 2.75% mining revenues fund. 
    Anastância, a 44-year-old who worked with one of the CSOs in Moatize, 
said the following: 

 
The Consultative Councils, which include members of the communities in the areas 
benefiting from the 2.75% mining fund, are organs that are in practice managed by the 
District Administration and do not have independence in their decisions on the devel-
opment priorities set in the context of mining compensation. 

     
Moatize residents also mentioned that the fact that the management of the 
2.75% mining fund was entrusted to a central state organ, rather than a mu-
nicipal organ that interacted with them on a daily basis, meant that the man-
agement of the fund did not reach them. To them, the District Administration 
appeared to have less up-to-date knowledge of the local population than did 
the Municipality. Residents described the inefficiency of the District Admin-
istration in dealing with the contractors it selected to build development facil-
ities under the 2.75% mining fund. They pointed out that conversations should 
have taken place both with the contractors and with them as the beneficiaries 
of the development projects in question. For these residents, if the Municipal-
ity had managed the mining revenues, it would have directly involved them in 
the construction of the various works built with these revenues.  As they 
added, “This would have avoided the lack of compliance with the implemen-
tation of the development projects requested within the framework of the 
fund.” They added that “if the Municipality had managed the fund, we, as 
beneficiaries, would have had control over the monetary values of the fund.” 
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In fact, as I showed in Chapter 6, the management of the 2.75% mining reve-
nues fund in Moatize was under the control of the District Administration, 
which often interfered in its management, influencing the choice of develop-
ment projects – and, in the case of Cateme, benefitting the Frelimo party when 
the District Administration chose to build new district headquarters, used by 
Frelimo members. The case of the Municipal Council’s interference in the 
Moatize Consultative Council’s choice of development priorities was an ex-
ample of resistance to overlapping legislation that gives more power to the 
District Administration. The case of institutional resistance by the Municipal 
Administration can be explained using the approach of Vinthagen and Johans-
son (2013), who show that resistance is a practice that develops in all social 
contexts, depending on local political conditions. Johansson and Vinthagen 
(2020:28) also show that everyday resistance is carried out in certain situations 
and contexts where open resistance is not an alternative, while resistance to 
power is still seen as motivated. With this in mind, the Municipal Administra-
tion, led by its Mayor and aware that the law on the transfer of mining reve-
nues was not favourable to it, tried to act through tactics –such as using its 
popularity in a state ceremony, as well as highlighting the Municipality’s 
achievements in the same ceremony – to force its recognition as a public au-
thority capable of managing its area of jurisdiction, including the 2.75% min-
ing fund. 
    The conflict of interests between the District Administrator and the Mayor 
illustrates the problems with the decentralisation process in Moatize. Alt-
hough the process of decentralisation or democratic devolution has been tak-
ing place in Moatize, there are also concerns about the central state, with the 
District Administration overriding and controlling the Municipality and its 
democratically elected organs. The situation is all the more visible because 
Moatize is rich in coal resources, which provide revenue for the state at both 
local and central levels. If the District Administration in Moatize – as an organ 
of administrative deconcentration of the state – controls the mining resources, 
it is guaranteed that the central state, governed by Frelimo, will also control 
its coal mining resources, even if the opposition political parties should one 
day run the Municipality. 
    Residents of Moatize also interpreted the conflicts of interest between the 
Administrator and the Mayor, who both belong to the Frelimo party, and 
which were made visible at the ceremony honouring Mozambican heroes, as 
linked to conflicts within the Frelimo party over positions of power that give 
their holders access to economic power. The residents believe that this strug-
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gle will exacerbate tensions in Moatize because members of Frelimo’s gov-
erning organs have used their political power to elect allies to the Municipal 
Council so they too can benefit from the economic advantages of the position. 
    Elton, a 39-year-old resident of Moatize and a member of a civil society 
organisation, stated the following: 

 
The Frelimo party has in the Municipality a political organ called Comité de Zona da 
Cidade de Moatize (Frelimo committee for the city of Moatize). During municipal elec-
tions, this committee elects candidates to run for various positions in the Municipal 
Council. However, the Frelimo District Committee, which is the partyʼs highest body 
in the district, often replaces the candidates with those who belong to the District Com-
mittee. This creates tensions and rivalries within the party. 

 
Eltonʼs description above shows that if the Frelimo District Organ, which is 
hierarchically superior to the Municipal Committee, is interested in filling a 
councillor position in the municipal elections, it has the power to withdraw 
the name proposed by the Frelimo committee for the city of Moatize and enter 
the one it is interested in. This shows that the election of Frelimo municipal 
councillors in Moatize depend also on the Frelimo District Committee. How-
ever, the practice described above contradicts Frelimo rules, which recom-
mend that the Frelimo Committee for the city of Moatize choose and approve 
candidates for municipal elections. It also shows that the Frelimo District 
Committee is concerned with controlling and ensuring the election of Frelimo 
councillors to the Municipal Council who will defend the interests of the party 
at the local and central levels of the Frelimo party.  
    Normally, as one local party member explained, there are guidelines within 
the Frelimo political structure stating that orders from above must be obeyed, 
not discussed. However, because members of Frelimoʼs committee for the city 
of Moatize, who typically fill leadership positions in the partyʼs internal elec-
tions and are elected as municipal councillors, felt they were merely being 
used as party activists, when other party members who were unfamiliar with 
them appeared to be taking their positions. The same member said that mem-
bersʼ commitment and dedication to party activism was no longer respected, 
as was the case in Frelimo during the time of Samora Machel (1975–1986). 
According to this member, it was currently normal to hear within the party 
that some members had been involved in corruption schemes in order to be 
elected to the Municipal Council. Tensions and conflicts within the Frelimo 
party, he added, “must be analysed taking into account and considering the 
different political and economic interests of the members who joined the 
Frelimo party after it ceased to be Marxist-Leninist.” The member associated 
the attitude of the District Administrator at the state ceremony with that of a 
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leader concerned with securing control of a rich mining district, which is eco-
nomically important for keeping Frelimoʼs power.  
    Another aspect of the contradiction of the speeches and the non-political 
alignment between the two public leaders as highlighted by Elton was this: 

 
I was aware of the conflict between the Mayor and the Administrator, but I was sur-
prised to see them airing their grievances on a day meant to celebrate our heroes. It is 
unusual for internal conflicts within Frelimo to be made public. This incident is partic-
ularly worrying because it involves leaders of the same party, and the state ceremony 
of 3 February showed how obvious the power struggles within the party are. 

 
As far as I have been able to find out, Frelimoʼs internal problems are resolved 
in the partyʼs internal forum but cannot be made public. Weimer et al. 
(2012:31–32) point out that Frelimo, as an organisation that exercises state 
power, has to constantly mitigate the potential for competition and conflict 
within and outside the party. For these authors, the power of the party and the 
guarantee of sufficient inter-party cohesion are inextricably linked to the 
partyʼs control of the state. Within the Frelimo party, adjustments to the power 
structure are continually made in response to economic and political crises 
through political arrangements or political settlements, sometimes in conflict 
between factions and segments of the party (as an organisation) aligned with 
the partyʼs constituent elites.  

8.2 Residents’ perspectives on decentralisation practices 
The showdown between the two heads of Moatize’s public authorities at the 
state ceremony in honour of Mozambican heroes was also interpreted by res-
idents in terms of the impact the Municipal and District Administrations had 
on their daily public life. Key concepts related to decentralisation, such as de-
concentration and devolution,34 are useful for the understanding the way the 
decentralisation has been taking place in Moatize.  
    Devolution is the transfer of authority to locally constituted units of gov-
ernment or special purpose authorities (Hagberg 2009:10). Maschietto 
(2016:105) adds that devolution is democratic decentralisation, where there is 
a transfer of powers and resources to sub-national authorities that are demo-
cratically elected and relatively independent of central government. The views 
of Moatize residents are also related to administrative deconcentration, which 

 
34 Law 2/1997, the first law on territorial decentralisation and the deconcentration of state ser-
vices in Mozambique, introduced devolution as a practice of democratic decentralisation in 
Mozambique for the first time.  
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Hagberg (2019:10) defines as the delegation of responsibilities to field units 
of the same department or level of government. Since the process of adminis-
trative deconcentration is still dominant in Moatize and overlaps with public 
services transferred to the Municipal Administration, I will first present the 
residents’ perspectives on the District and Municipal leaders and the way they 
saw them as public servants. 
    While residents see the Municipal Administration as efficient and con-
cerned with their daily life and the development of their area, they produced 
discourses of belonging to describe the reasons why the District Administra-
tion was inefficient. One of the reasons they cited is that the Administrator 
was not from Moatize and therefore failed to acknowledge the problems of the 
residents, such as their compensation from Vale, because he was not a son of 
Moatize. Expressions such as “Moatize District Administrator was not sensi-
tive to issues of local people and their development” are common in Moatize.  
For the residents, the Administrator was more concerned with controlling lo-
cal mining resources that benefit the central state than dealing with issues im-
portant to them. 
    A Moatize-born District Administrator, residents believed, might have 
solved their problems. Januário, a 37-year-old taxi driver living in Moatize 
town said, “A leader who was born and raised in Moatize is more sensitive to 
our problems than someone who was appointed and came from outside the 
district.” Januário and others repeatedly mentioned that the problem of com-
pensation for small farmers and brickmakers was not satisfactorily resolved 
because the Administrator was insensitive to the concerns of the residents. The 
word “insensitive” was used by the residents to refer to the Administrator’s 
failure to analyse their situation and to his accusations that they were acting 
in bad faith during the negotiations with Vale. Januário stressed that the Ad-
ministrator’s attitude had been crucial in preventing them from receiving the 
compensation they deserved. He said that instead of taking their problems se-
riously, the Administrator accused them of deceiving Vale and the District 
Administration in order to receive compensation for land they did not have 
before the multinational began operating in Moatize. In the same vein, Isabel, 
a traditional healer, said: 

 
I do not understand why the government in Maputo says that we have the right to elect 
the Mayor and then sends us someone else as an Administrator. The Mayor was elected 
because he is Nyungwe and from our home in Moatize. He knows our problems and is 
sensitive to them. The Administrator is here more to give orders and oppose what we 
want. 
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Although Isabel, Januário, and other Moatize residents have mentioned the 
ethnic factor in their descriptions, such as the fact that the District Adminis-
trator is not Nyungwe, it is not enough to link it to ethnicity. Indeed, in other 
cases where the Administrator acted in line with their wishes, ethnicity was 
not mentioned. Geschiere (2009) states that autochthonous people, by virtue 
of being native to a particular region, claim the right to share in that region’s 
resources. However, the use of the idea of belonging quickly dissolves as soon 
as material interests are put in practice. This is called politics of identity, 
which can be instrumentalised to access resources in the name of belonging to 
a particular place. 
    The case of Moatize shows that residents found the politics of belonging 
useful to explain their exclusion from power structures and lack of access to 
mining resources, mobilising it as a reason for that exclusion. Even the central 
government in Maputo, knowing that the different ethnic identities in Mozam-
bique could be used for various purposes, including exclusion, has consist-
ently erased the ethnic issue in its speeches about nation-building in Mozam-
bique. Geffray (1991:15) points out that after Mozambique’s independence, 
the Frelimo regime was unable to think about nation-building without erasing 
the concrete and historical histories of the social groups that Frelimo wanted 
to integrate under the banner of a unified Mozambican citizenship. As he 
states, “The new society that emerged victorious and united Mozambiqueʼs 
history was not homogeneous. Rather, it was divided by a long history of so-
cial struggles within a colonial context.” 
    To understand why the Administrator in Moatize is not Nyungwe, it is 
important to recognise that the central Mozambican state is based on the 
idea of a united nation. Appointments to administrative positions across 
the country are made by the central state based on political trust. In this 
way, anyone from the Frelimo party, even from the southern region, can 
be an Administrator in the centre or north of the country, and vice versa. 
During the fieldwork in Moatize, the local Administrator was from the 
southern part of Mozambique. What I came to understand is that Moatize 
residents were less concerned with democracy itself than whether the pres-
ident appointed an Administrator from Moatize who spoke Nyungwe – in 
which case, the central government’s oversight would not be a problem. 
The mobilisation of the Nyungwe peopleʼs sense of belonging was com-
mon and important in their way of doing politics. 
    Accounts from residents also indicated that Moatize’s municipal govern-
ance was accessible and actively involved in their daily lives. Januário added 
the following: 
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The Municipal Administration is very close to the people. I cannot remember ever hav-
ing a meeting and interacting with the District Administrator of Moatize. For example, 
in the meetings, the Municipality discusses with us the programmes they have for our 
neighbourhoods. Since the staff of the District Administration hardly ever organise the 
same meetings with us, we think that the Municipal Administration has replaced them. 

 
Residents of Moatize described the District Administration as representing the 
interests of the central state, while the Municipal Administration was con-
cerned with their daily lives. The Mayor took advantage of the citizens’ per-
ception of the Municipal Administration, as shown by the group of young peo-
ple who accompanied him to the state ceremony in honour of Mozambican 
heroes. Other residents claimed that the District Administration did not care 
about the specific needs of local citizens because it is controlled by the central 
state in Maputo. They saw the District Administration functioning as a politi-
cal institution more concerned with enforcing the law, using coercive means 
if necessary. The police, the army, and the various District Directorates, which 
represent the central state and oversee Moatize as a whole, affirmed its legiti-
macy. These officials characterised the District Administration as the top gov-
ernmental organ in Moatize, with the role of controlling all institutions in 
Moatize, including the Municipality. One senior state official said that “a man 
appointed by the District Administration who had served in the Mozambican 
armed forces heads the Moatize municipal police force.” The residents of 
Moatize told me that it was this attitude on the part of the District Administra-
tion that was the reason for their lack of support. 
    During his research in Marracuene, Manjate (2022:102) found that some 
residents were very optimistic about decentralisation, while others were scep-
tical about its outcomes. The optimists believed that decentralisation would 
enable local communities to improve their socio-economic living conditions. 
They believed that their needs would be met and their interests protected be-
cause they could elect local government representatives who were born in 
Marracuene and understood the specific concerns of the local communities. 
The sceptics feared political actors (especially political parties) serving indi-
vidual or group interests would manipulate that decentralisation. According to 
Manjate (2022), this argument stems from politicians interpreting decentrali-
sation in ways that satisfies their own selfish political interests, particularly in 
a context where Frelimo has managed to co-opt the various political actors, 
namely the neighbourhood secretaries and community authorities, who are ac-
tually members of the Frelimo party. 
    The residents of Moatize also referred to the provision of public services in 
areas where the Municipality charges fees. The collection of these fees and 
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taxes is supported by the Decreto 63/2008 sobre o Código Tributário Autár-
quico – Decree 63/2008 on Municipal Tax Code, which, among several taxes 
and fees, refers to the municipal tax on vehicles and fees for licences granted 
for economic activities. These fees serve as an economic source for the Mu-
nicipality’s plans and activities, in addition to the Fundo de Compensação 
Mineira (FCA, Municipal Compensation Fund) transferred by the Ministry of 
Finance. Fees are paid by Mozambique’s railway company, CFM, which uses 
the municipal area to transport coal. The Municipality also benefits from pub-
lic transport fees and from lorries that import food, mainly vegetables, from 
other areas such as Tsangano and Angónia. Market and street vendors are also 
subject to a daily tax. 
    Since Valeʼs offices, now inhabited by Vulcan, are located in the city and 
coal mining takes place in some municipal areas, the mining company pays 
fees to the Municipality. However, as one RENAMO councillor said, “There 
is no transparency when it comes to the payment of taxes by the mining com-
pany to the Municipality, and I and other RENAMO councillors do not know 
how it works because it is not explained to the Council.” What happened, ac-
cording to the RENAMO councillor, was that “the financial reports presented 
at the Municipal Council meetings did not include the figures relating to the 
fees paid by Vale as a company that has been granted a licence to operate in 
the Municipal area.”  For the councillor, it cannot be possible for the mining 
company not to pay taxes to the Municipality, while other companies pay 
them. However, the councillorʼs account indicates that Vale/Vulcan was in 
fact paying the licence fee to carry out its economic activities not to the 
Moatize Municipal Council but to a state deconcentration organ. Mining Act 
14/2002 states that mineral resources in Mozambique are the property of the 
state and that the state ministry overseeing mining activities is the Ministry of 
Mineral Resources and Energy.  
    The Ministry of Mineral Resources and Energy issues mining titles and li-
cences to all mining companies operating in Mozambique. Canhanga 
(2009:16) states that around 70% of Mozambiqueʼs GDP is generated by the 
industrial and services sectors, most of which are located in urban areas where 
municipalities operate. However, the tax revenues generated by the exploita-
tion of industrial and other mega-projects remain under the control of the cen-
tral government, even though they operate in municipal territories. According 
to the RENAMO councillor mentioned above, the money from mining, which 
is controlled by the state, “should be used to pave roads, improve the water 
system, build bridges, and collect rubbish, which were the main problems fac-
ing the Municipality.” However, he added, “The amount that Vale should be 
taxed has never been mentioned in Council meetings.” 
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    Working residents such as street vendors, market sellers, and motorcycle 
taxi drivers who deal directly with the Municipality, while complaining about 
high fees, still recognise it as an efficient authority. Jéssica, a young woman 
living in the 25 de Setembro neighborhood, stated, “Although some municipal 
services are inadequate, they reach us.” The Municipalityʼs collectors charge 
street and market vendors directly, and other groups of taxpayers, such as taxi 
and motorbike drivers, pay at the municipal headquarters. Rebeca, a 52-year-
old vendor, said this about the fees she was charged: 

 
The Municipality charges us fees to improve our working conditions in the markets. I 
can say that things are improving here in the market, but as a vendor, I want more. For 
example, we did not have this market before. I am now selling inside the market, while 
there are people who still do not have stalls and sell on the ground outside. Most people 
sell inside the market, and we have benefited from the cleaning of this place. 

 
Although Rebeca was satisfied with the Municipality’s use of fees to build a 
new market, other street vendors said that the price of 20 MT (equivalent to 
US$ 0.33) per day was a lot of money. Street vendors, argued that no vendors 
should be left without a stall in the townʼs markets, because the daily fee of 
20 MT per vendor is enough to allow the Municipality to build and equip sev-
eral markets. Although many of the vendors I spoke to said that the daily fee 
was high, the introduction of municipal services has benefitted them, bringing 
public services closer, though not without problems, such as the shortage of 
market stalls. The fact is that the Moatize vendors have begun to be listened 
to and to have their demands respected by the Municipality’s commercial ser-
vices. They have also been able to voice complaints when promised services 
are not properly delivered. This is related to what Ewald and Mhamba (2019) 
found when they conducted their study on the process of centralisation in Tan-
zania. Ewald and Mhamba (2019:16) note that because much of the population 
in developing countries is both poor and excluded from elite politics, any sys-
tem that appears to offer greater political participation to ordinary citizens is 
likely to increase their “voice” and, hopefully, the relevance and effectiveness 
of government policy. 
    In a conversation I had with one of the RENAMO councillors in Moatize, 
he said that the Municipality of Moatize was not fully autonomous from an 
economic point of view. The Decree 33/2006, which establishes the frame-
work for the transfer of functions and powers from state organs to local autar-
chies, sets out the gradual transfer of powers and functions to municipalities –
Decreto 33/2006 que estabelece o quadro de transferência de funções e com-
petências dos órgãos do Estado para as autarquias locais. This is accompa-
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nied by a corresponding transfer of financial resources, and human and patri-
monial resources if necessary. Nevertheless, in practice, the transfer is low. 
The competencies transferred under Decree 33/2006 are more oriented to-
wards social issues, such as schools, health centres, social action, and 
transport, and these types of competencies do not constitute a primary source 
of income for the Municipality of Moatize – on the contrary, they require 
greater investment (cf. Canhanga 2009: 20). As a state official in Moatize told 
me, “The transfer of the Municipal Compensation Fund (FCA) by the Ministry 
of Finance in Maputo is not only very low in relation to the level of expendi-
ture foreseen for it, but its disbursement has also been slow, which limits the 
Municipalityʼs ability to provide public services to its citizens.” 
    According to Canhanga (2009:14), fiscal decentralisation does not promote 
efficiency in the provision of public services within municipal jurisdictions, 
and the municipal tax system provides weak opportunities for investment in 
public services within municipalities. The mismatch between the increase in 
central state powers within municipalities and the apparent expansion of the 
tax base also contributes to the worsening situation. The low level of intergov-
ernmental budget transfers and the low level of financial execution affect the 
level of development and poverty reduction efforts in the Municipality of 
Moatize (cf. Canhanga 2009). While central state transfers to the Municipal 
Compensation Fund are negligible, Weimer et al. (2012:72) note that the 
Mozambican state spends on average less than 5% of national expenditure at 
the subnational level (district and municipality), compared to 50% in Nigeria, 
40% in Ethiopia, South Africa, and Uganda, and between 12% and 15% in 
Ghana.   

8.3 The long way to the devolution of power in Moatize 
Hagberg (2019:9–10) notes that in the democratisation processes that took 
shape in the late 1980s and early 1990s, governments and international organ-
isations around the world expressed a renewed interest in decentralisation as 
a means of changing the over-centralisation of political decision-making at the 
top of the state. He adds that the raison dʼêtre of decentralisation depends 
largely on the ability of elected government bodies to support the livelihoods 
of local people and to solve the day-to-day problems of poor health and edu-
cation facilities, inadequate water supplies, and lack of employment opportu-
nities, marketing, and investment. However, the way in which decentralisation 
reforms are operationalised in different contexts varies. At the same time, 
there is a concern on the part of the central state to re-centralise political power 
after decentralisation, to override elected local power. This is how the central 
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state keeps political and economic power under its control, especially in min-
eral-rich municipalities such as Moatize (cf. Hagberg 2019). The combination 
of a formerly highly centralised Mozambican state with a strong political party 
in control is one of the main challenges for power devolution in Moatize (see 
Ewald and Mhamba 2019). 
    One of the issues raised by the residents of Moatize in conversations after 
the political showdown between the two leaders of Moatize’s public authori-
ties was that the political dispute over decentralisation was taking place in an 
intra-party context of Frelimo and rather than the multi-party context charac-
terising Moatize. The debate among residents made me aware of the difficult 
political environment in which other opposition parties in Moatize find them-
selves. For example, when I spoke to one of the RENAMO councillors, he 
told me that members of his party were not present at the state ceremony to 
honour Mozambican heroes because the District Administration had not in-
vited them. He added that the RENAMO councillors would not feel comfort-
able with the flag of the Frelimo party being displayed at a state ceremony 
rather than that of the Republic of Mozambique. As one of the councillors 
said: 

 
On 25 February, the day of the city of Moatize, the Frelimo flag was hoisted first, fol-
lowed by the flag of the Moatize Municipality. In order to avoid conflict, as RENAMO 
representatives, we withdrew from the event, which should have belonged to the state 
but became Frelimoʼs.  

     
It is worth noting that one of the reasons for introducing decentralised govern-
ance in Mozambique was to create a political space for RENAMO to partici-
pate in the country’s multi-party elections, since it had become an official po-
litical party after the 16-year civil war. Other reasons were related to promot-
ing the effectiveness of the state in providing public services and reducing 
poverty, as well as reforming the centralised model of governance (Weimer 
and Carrilho 2017). 
    Relations between political parties are strained in Moatize, and RENAMO 
claims to be a political party that could be heard more. Moatizeʼs situation 
resembles that of semi-authoritarian one-party regimes, where the top-down 
model characteristic of dictatorships shapes the way citizens participate in po-
litical life, as Monga (1996) says. Weimer et al. (2012:36–37) add that Frelimo 
has little political interest in decentralisation in the sense of devolution, either 
as part of a coalition government or as a substantial decentralisation of power 
and resources. It could, however, take place if there is an urgent political need 
to change the rules of the game and make realignments and adjustments to 
ensure that Frelimo remains in power. One reason for this, they argue, is that 
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for some senior members of Frelimo, decentralisation, in the sense of the 
transfer of power and resources, can, if left unchecked, create conditions 
conducive to rivalry. Another is the exclusion or marginalisation of poten-
tially powerful local political and economic elites in the formation of coali-
tions and political settlements. In fact, my observation of the Frelimo party 
practices in Moatize shows that senior Frelimo elites fear losing control of 
local governance.      
    The Municipal town of Moatize was established in 1997, under Decreto 
10/1997 que cria municípios de cidades e vilas em algumas circunscrições 
territoriais — Decree 10/97, which established municipalities of cities and 
towns in some territorial districts of the country.  When the first municipal 
elections were held in the country in 1998, Moatize joined 32 other munici-
palities. The town of Moatize was granted city status in 2020. It is also im-
portant to note that the first municipal elections were held in only 23 Mozam-
bican cities and in 10 of the country’s 68 towns. Currently, Mozambique has 
53 Municipalities, 10 of which were introduced in 2008 and the remaining 10 
in 2013. Rocha and Zavale (2015:114) note that when municipal power was 
introduced in 1998, it extended to only 10% of Mozambican territory, mean-
ing that only 25% of Mozambicans gained the right to elect their representa-
tives. The gradual municipalization process in reflect Frelimo’s concern to 
keep political power controlled at the central level of the state, deconcentrat-
ing it administratively through local state organs but never handing it over to 
opposition political parties, at least at the level of district. 
    In Moatize, municipal elections have always been won by Frelimo, but the 
first one, in 1998, was boycotted by RENAMO, the main opposition party, 
because it did not agree with the gradual decentralisation model approved by 
Law 2/1997 on Decentralisation. According to Rocha and Zavale (2015), 
RENAMO disagreed with the way in which the Frelimo-led government car-
ried out the decentralisation process, as the opposition party wanted the pro-
cess not to be gradual but to cover the entire Mozambican territory. As a result, 
RENAMO boycotted all local elections in 1998, including those in the Mu-
nicipality of Moatize.  
    As a result, RENAMO was not represented on the Moatize Municipal 
Council elected in 1998, which was made up solely of Frelimo councillors. 
When I started my ethnographic fieldwork in 2019, three political parties — 
Frelimo, RENAMO and MDM — dominated Moatizeʼs political scene. How-
ever, as the RENAMO councillor said, “the MDM is not normally a signifi-
cant party in Moatize.”  
    As Hagberg (2019:10–11) argues, the materialisation of decentralisation 
depends not only on policy and legislative reforms but also on the political 
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will of the central government to transfer real discretionary decision-making 
powers to local government bodies. As power has not yet been fully devolved, 
and centralised practices still exist in Moatize, I found Maschiettoʼs argument 
interesting. Maschietto (2016:103–104) asserts that the limited effectiveness 
of decentralisation reforms in Mozambique reflects the inherent contradiction 
between the strong top-down dynamics that shape the process and the bottom-
up effects it aims to promote. The process simultaneously enables and ob-
structs change. Although the government has formally adopted the decentral-
isation agenda, partly in response to pressure from international donors, the 
specifics of this agenda and its implementation have prevented substantial 
change to the national political landscape. In Mozambique, she adds, there has 
been a preference for administrative deconcentration rather than political de-
volution to local government units. At the local level, this has had little impact 
on the provision of public services, which remains distant from the people, 
nor has it ensured that communities are actively involved in the decision-mak-
ing process regarding mining resources. In the same vein, Weimer et al. 
(2012:71) state that deconcentration is a political choice on the part of the 
ruling Frelimo elites to deal with local state formations and societies, as well 
as their representatives, in a way that avoids negotiation, productive commit-
ments, and transformation. This demonstrates a reluctance to extend decen-
tralisation or the transfer of power, legitimacy, and resources – for example, 
through forms of democratic decentralisation – in order to avoid the emer-
gence of potential political arenas that could cause rivalries.  

8.4 RENAMO members of the Municipal Council  
RENAMO councillors said that their actions were concerned with the prob-
lems of coal mining affecting the people of Moatize. Their involvement as a 
political party has taken the form of discussions with Frelimo party members 
in the Municipal Council, as well as the interactions they have sought with the 
multinational Vale. Between 2018 and 2023, the Moatize Municipal Council 
was made up of 21 councillors, of which 10 were from RENAMO and 11 from 
Frelimo. According to a RENAMO councillor, the results of the 2018 munic-
ipal elections, which determined the composition of the Council, did not re-
spect what the citizens of Moatize had voted for because, as he told me, 
“RENAMO won the same elections.” He added that: 

 
Since the establishment of the Municipal Council in Moatize, our party has consistently 
been in minority. Despite proposing solutions that were in the best interest of the local 
people, our proposals have always been rejected by the Frelimo party. What always 
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passes as deliberations comes from the Frelimo party, because it has the majority in the 
Council. 

 
The example given by one of the RENAMO councillors of how the majority 
of Frelimo councillors were used to deliberate on inconsistent plans was the 
money from the Municipal Compensation Fund that the Ministry of Finance 
sent to the Municipality. This money was always included in the Municipal 
management plans to be approved by the Frelimo councillors, but: 

 
The RENAMO bench always denounces them because they are full of inconsistencies. 
Many of the things mentioned in the plan are not for the development of the municipal-
ity, but for the Frelimo party or some influential people within the Frelimo party. How-
ever, knowing that they have the majority on the Council, they draw up plans that their 
bench will approve, but these have never had a positive impact on the social life of the 
people in the municipality. The Frelimo bench has never presented a plan to the Council 
that has been fully implemented.  

 
As the RENAMO councillor above said, a number of plans that came up every 
year in Moatize were not fulfilled, and when RENAMO looked at the balance 
of activities carried out, they asked where the money budgeted for these plans. 
But their questions remained unanswered. The Frelimo councillors would rid-
icule them by asking why they voted against the plans of the Municipal Coun-
cil, and RENAMO’s councillors would reply, “We will never vote for non-
transparent plans.” The councillors of RENAMO said that they did not want 
to be responsible for the future consequences of bad governance in Moatize. 
In the event of problems arising from bad deliberation, the Frelimo bench 
would answer to the Constitutional Court, the main organ that supervises mu-
nicipal governance. They, as RENAMO councillors, would prove through the 
Council minutes that they did not sign up to plans that harmed local citizens. 

8.4.1 RENAMO and the issue of coal mining 
As mentioned above, RENAMO, as the main opposition party and a major 
political actor in Moatize, has been involved in discussions between the Dis-
trict Administration and Vale on the issues facing residents displaced by Vale 
company. RENAMO has monitored the process of displacement and resettle-
ment of the residents since Vale began its coal mining activities in Moatize. 
The RENAMO structures were aware of the support they enjoy from the res-
idents of Moatize. The young people from Moatize with whom I interacted 
told me that one of the occasions when the majority of Moatize residents, es-
pecially the younger ones, demonstrated their support for RENAMO was 
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when the results of the 2018 municipal elections were announced, giving vic-
tory to Frelimo. Young people took to the streets to protest, saying that their 
vote was for RENAMO and that there had been fraud, thus demanding resto-
ration of the electoral verdict. However, they said, there was no restoration of 
the electoral verdict, and they were reprimanded by the police. 
    Recognising the support of the people, the RENAMO structures in Moatize 
have been involved in grassroots actions and political intervention on the issue 
of coal mining, as a way of addressing and resolving the problems of the res-
idents. Its criticism of coal exploitation is based on the fact that the formal 
economy has created few jobs for young people,35 even with the boom in min-
ing. This lack of work has led to discontent among young people, who make 
up the majority of the population in Tete Province and Moatize District. 
Young peopleʼs discontent has been maximised by RENAMO, which has used 
the discourse of mismanagement of resources and corruption by the Frelimo 
party in its campaigns for the local elections. 
   A RENAMO councillor told me that only a few young people have benefited 
from employment opportunities in the industrial coal mining sector in 
Moatize. Many of Vale/Vulcan’s workers come from outside Moatize, mainly 
from Maputo, Zimbabwe, and South Africa. Young people in Moatize, ac-
cording to the RENAMO councillor mentioned above, claimed that people 
from Maputo had an advantage in the local mining industry because they have 
been formally trained and have more skills to work in mining. Vale, mean-
while, has consistently claimed that it cannot employ local youth because they 
do not have the technical skills to work in the mining company.   
    The problem, local people argued, was that Vale had already brought in 
skilled workers and was unwilling to train and integrate young people from 
Moatize into technical roles. The RENAMO councillor said that in the past, 
the former state coal company CARBOMOC used to train local people at the 
Institute of Geology and Mines for employment by the company. As the coun-
cillor said, “since Vale needed many workers with higher education, the Dis-
trict Administration should have established a higher education institute in 
Moatize.” In Tete, the only higher education institution that trains technicians 
is the Instituto Superior Politécnico de Tete (ISPT, Tete Higher Polytechnic 
Institute), a private institution located in the city of Tete, 15 km from Moatize. 
As some of the young people mentioned, when they finish secondary school, 
“we do not have the financial means to enrol in a private school,” which means 
that they will not meet the requirements for employment in technical positions 
in the mining company. 

 
35 According to the INE (2018), the Moatize district has a population of 344,000 inhabitants, of 
which more than 50% are young people. 
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    Regarding the displacement and resettlement of the small farmers and 
brickmakers and their claims for compensation, the RENAMO councillors 
said that neither the District nor Municipal Administrations were interested in 
paying them. RENAMO as a political party questioned the fact that several 
meetings had been held between the displaced residents and the District and 
Municipal Administrations to resolve the compensation issue, but that Vale, 
which had caused the problems, had not attended these meetings. Above all, 
as the councillors pointed out, “Valeʼs absence from the meetings was always 
covered up by the two public authorities.” Attempts by RENAMO councillors 
to obtain clarification and details about a specific group of small farmers and 
brickmakers who had not received their rightful compensation were consist-
ently refused by Vale. The same councillors described Valeʼs facilities as “if 
they were part of another country” and that the company’s workers “needed 
something akin to a visa to enter there.” RENAMO councillors had written a 
letter asking to visit the company facilities but had received no reply. In the 
view of the RENAMO councillors, the company did not respond to their re-
quest because “it knew well that we would demand answers to the evils pro-
voked against the Moatize residents.” By refusing to allow them to visit, the 
company also avoided being held accountable for the problems faced by resi-
dents because of coal mining and sidestepped criticism from an opposition 
party that was not its political interlocutor in Moatize. 
    However, as part of their work in the Municipal Council, councillors from 
the Moatize Municipality (both RENAMO and Frelimo) visited the Vale com-
pany, and RENAMO councillors had the opportunity to question Vale offi-
cials about compensation for the displaced residents of Moatize. Vale officials 
replied that many of the residents who had been displaced had been paid in 
coordination with the District Administration, but that the District Administra-
tion had presented another list of displaced people who had not received their 
due compensations. For these, Vale had transferred the money to the District 
Administration. It was during this visit that the RENAMO councillors learned 
that Vale did not owe the residents any compensation money because the com-
pany had already paid out to the District Administration. RENAMO council-
lors also questioned Vale officials about the number of cracked houses, which 
was increasing daily. The officials, according to one councillor, said, “This 
had nothing to do with the explosions of Valeʼs mines, but with the poor qual-
ity of the houses in Moatize.” But as many residents made clear, the houses 
did not crack before Vale arrived in Moatize, and it was obvious to them that 
Vale was trying to evade responsibility. Even houses not built by Ceta (one of 
the companies contracted to build the resettlement houses) started to crack 
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when Vale began to operate the mines in Moatize. Blaming poor housing con-
struction was a way of refusing to compensate residents whose houses had 
been damaged by mine detonations.   
    The RENAMO councillors also mentioned that some people had died be-
cause of the pollution caused by mining activities. But Vale claimed this was 
because “some local hospitals were using places near rivers to dump their 
waste, contaminating the water consumed by the local people, since FIPAG 
(Investment Fund for Water Supply) could not supply water to Moatize effi-
ciently” and was therefore not responsible for the harm caused to the local 
population. The RENAMO councillors found it strange that people in a town 
in neighbouring Zambia claimed for the pollution caused by Vale and received 
due compensation, while the people of Moatize, suffering daily, did not re-
ceive a cent. They also found it absurd, because the border with Zambia is 
more than 100 km away from the Municipality of Moatize. The RENAMO 
councillors wondered if Vale had in fact set up a fund to deal with the effects 
of the pollution in Moatize, but that it had not reached the residents or been 
used to alleviate the problems caused by the pollution. 
    RENAMOʼs resistance to bad mining practices in Moatize was important 
because it raised issues and brought them to the Municipal Council for debate. 
RENAMO also served to inform residents of Moatize aware of their rights, 
which had not been respected by either the District or Municipal Administra-
tions. Although RENAMO councillors defended the interests of the small 
farmers and brickmakers displaced from their machambas and brickworks, it 
did not have a majority of councillors to approve measures that would benefit 
them. Politically, RENAMOʼs fight within the Moatize Municipal Council has 
not had a positive impact on the residentsʼ concerns because they hold only a 
minority of seats.  

8.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has highlighted the problems associated with the decentralisation 
process in a context previously characterised by over-centralisation. These 
challenges remain central to ongoing reforms, as the devolution of power is 
not linear and depends on the will of the central organs of the state (Hagberg 
2019). In the case of Moatize, I analysed the 2.75% mining funds that the 
central state allocates to Moatize as a source of conflict between the two public 
administrations in Moatize. Although the process of democratic decentralisa-
tion that has been taking place in Moatize, with the transfer of power to the 
Moatize Municipality, the central state, through the administrative deconcen-
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tration bodies, is concerned about overlapping with the Municipal Administra-
tion in its jurisdiction territory. But what can be concluded from the resistance 
of the Municipal Administration to the District Administration is that the 
Mayor – and the residents who supported him – understood that the law on the 
transfer of mining revenues was favourable to the District Administration. 
However, they sought to use the tactics available to them to push for recogni-
tion of the Municipal Administration authority’s over its jurisdiction, includ-
ing the 2.75% mining fund. The type of resistance described in this chapter is 
institutional, driven by political agency, where overt resistance as an alterna-
tive, would be clearly violating the law. 
    The conflict of interests between the leaders of the two public administra-
tions in Moatize is linked to the central stateʼs control over the Moatize dis-
trict, which, rich in coal, is an economic source for maintaining Frelimoʼs 
government in power at both local and central levels. It is no coincidence that, 
alongside the gradual trend of devolving power to the local level, legislation 
is being drafted that overlaps with laws granting certain rights to democrati-
cally elected municipal councils. This fact has led those who feel harmed or 
weakened by the same type of decentralisation, albeit with leaders who belong 
to the Frelimo party, to use tactics not in accordance with the law to force 
changes, mainly in the decentralisation legislation. 
    Ethnographic material provided by the RENAMO councillors of the 
Moatize Municipal Council showed that their party is also an agent of re-
sistance against bad mining practices in Moatize. Although the political space 
for opposition parties in Moatize is restricted, RENAMO remains concerned 
about the various problems caused by Vale/Vulcanʼs mining practices. 
RENAMO leverages unresolved displacement and resettlement issues to 
strengthen its political campaigns for the Moatize municipal elections. 
RENAMO’s fights within the Moatize Municipal Council have not had a pos-
itive impact on residentsʼ concerns because they are a minority on the Council. 
Both the District Administration and the Council are dominated by Frelimo 
and are in collusion with the multinational Vale. However, RENAMOʼs re-
sistance to bad mining practices in Moatize remains important because it has 
raised issues and brought them to debate in the Municipal Council, making 
them public. RENAMO also serves to inform residents of their rights, which 
have been ignored by both the District and Municipal Administrations.  
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Chapter 9. Resistance to Industrial Coal Mining 
Practices 

This is an anthropological study of the dynamics and practices of residents’ 
resistance of the large-scale mining project in Moatize in central Mozambique, 
where local people experienced the Brazilian multinational coal mining com-
pany taking away their livelihoods and making them vulnerable. In this thesis, 
I examined how dynamics and practices of residentsʼ resistance are shaped by 
the neoliberal model of development as implemented through a mining multi-
national company facilitated by the state. In doing so, I have sought to analyse 
the ways in which local people have interacted with the multinational com-
panyʼs coal mining practices, generating acts of overt resistance and then 
evolving into forms of covert resistance, which James Scott (1990) describes 
as infrapolitics. I have focused on the agency of local residents to resist the 
mining practices of a powerful Brazilian company, Vale, in their vulnerable 
position as victims of large-scale mining, using the weak weapons at their dis-
posal. By analysing local resistance to industrial mining practices, I have an-
alysed forms of agency that exist at the grassroots level. At this level, a wide 
range of local people, including small farmers, brickmakers, traditional heal-
ers, cattle breeders, and others, activated various tactics to gain benefits from 
the practice of coal mining after they saw their standard of living decline after 
being promised development driven by the coal-mining project. Most im-
portantly, the residents demonstrated their ability to resist covertly, using their 
own means to avoid police reprisals as they contested the marginalisation 
caused by the mining project. 

My analysis of the forms of resistance practised by the local people of 
Moatize was inspired by Scott’s theoretical approach (1985, 1989, and 1990). 
De Certeauʼs (1984) concept of tactics as the art of the weak in resistance to 
powerful institutions was also paramount. I also used the theoretical approach 
developed by Vinthagen and Johansson (2013), which extends Scottʼs under-
standing by showing that resistance is a practice that develops in every social 
context, shaped by the political conditions offered locally. Vinthagen and Jo-
hansson (2013) further emphasise that all acts of resistance depend on some 
form of agency. While Johansson and Vinthagen (2020) argue that resistance 
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is also carried out in certain situations and contexts when open resistance is 
not an alternative. 
    However, the forms of everyday resistance that many people in Moatize 
carried out went largely unnoticed by those they were confronting because, as 
resisters, they carried out their actions in anonymity for fear of being repri-
manded by the state police. The case of Moatize has shown that local people 
are not free to develop open acts of resistance against Vale because the com-
pany relies on the state police to repress the resisters. Nevertheless, the people 
of Moatize have found ways to voice their concerns, such as using social me-
dia platforms like WhatsApp and Facebook to share videos showing negative 
effects of mining projects. These platforms became a weapon to criticise 
Valeʼs bad mining practices, and care was taken not to reveal the identity of 
those who first filmed and distributed the images. The police were worried 
that these videos would be circulated more widely, having already created a 
negative image of Valeʼs mining practices. After the first open protests against 
Vale were repressed by the state police, people of Moatize realised that the 
only way to oppose the mining practices that threaten their survival was to 
carry out acts of resistance that would not be perceived as such by the com-
pany or the police. This is what Scott (1989:34) refers to when he says that it 
is convenient for subalterns to opt for everyday practices of resistance involv-
ing tactics rather than for more open forms of political conflict, because the 
dominant power is more likely to respond to open practices of resistance with 
armed force and bloodshed. The practices of everyday resistance used by the 
residents of Moatize allowed them, for example, to collect necessary firewood 
and green leaves from the Vale lands that had been expropriated from them. 
    To sum up, this study has sought to capture the everyday practices and dis-
courses that Moatize people have about their interaction with the practices of 
the coal mining industry, which has been facilitated more by the central state 
than by the local communities where the projects are located. Specifically, I 
have shown how local people have experienced the changes in their liveli-
hoods brought about by industrial mining exploitation, with a particular focus 
on their access to mining revenues, land, water, health, and work. 
    Methodologically, the study focused on the discourses of the main margin-
alised groups that interact daily with coal mining practices and the impact on 
their daily lives, namely small farmers, brickmakers, cattle breeders, and tra-
ditional healers. The study also aimed to examine the socio-political context 
shaping the life of local people. During my fieldwork, I engaged with mem-
bers of civil society organisations who were knowledgeable about the coal 
mining process and its impact on local communities in Moatize. The dis-
courses of the traditional authorities, including the Queen of Moatize and the 
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traditional healers, were analysed alongside those provided by the marginal-
ised groups. The analysis of the discourses also included the voices of state 
officials from Moatize’s District Administration and Municipal Administra-
tion. To understand how the funds shared by the central state of Mozambique 
were distributed among the communities that benefitted from the fund, an eth-
nographic account of the Consultative Councils in the Municipality of Moatize 
was conducted. I carried out participant observation, semi-structured inter-
views, informal and formal conversations, and follow-up consultations with 
all the above actors. The empirical material of my interlocutors was analysed 
and interpreted in the light of the conceptual grid of the resistance of margin-
alised people who use the weapons of the weak, according to Scott (1985). 
Based on interactions, observations, and analysis of information, the study 
made some key findings, which are discussed below. 
    One finding relates to the land granted by the Mozambican state to the mul-
tinational company Vale to make the coal mining project viable. What has 
happened in Moatize is that although the land is owned by the state, the local 
population, mainly the displaced small farmers and brickmakers, consider the 
land to be their property and not that of the state, which has given them the 
right to use it. This is because Mozambiqueʼs Land Law 19/1997 recognises 
customary land use rights, common among the Moatize people. Local tradi-
tional leaders are also influential, reproducing the discourse that they are the 
traditional chiefs of Moatize land. The Moatize people believe that customary 
land tenure is also linked to the fact that traditional chieftaincy is still present 
in the Moatize and involved in aspects of governance legitimised by the local 
state. For example, although land is owned by the state and the state has the 
prerogative to grant the right to use it, the traditional chieftaincy is also en-
trusted with the right to legitimise new occupants of the land through the per-
formance of certain traditional rituals. Many residents do not have the DUAT 
document that gives them formal land rights, which has had a negative impact 
on their displacement, given that the District Administration and the mining 
company Vale demanded the DUAT as a means of compensation. The dis-
placed people, however, believed they did not need a formal DUAT to prove 
their rights to the land – they had inherited from their ancestors and that was 
to be protected under Land Law 19/1997.   
    Resistance to Valeʼs displacement came from the fact that some residents 
did not receive the compensation to which they were entitled because they did 
not have the formal DUAT. Power relations also permeated Moatize residentsʼ 
quest for the issuance of formal DUAT documents. Legally, the investors had 
the advantage in terms of knowledge to demand the issuance of these DUATs. 
The majority of residents were convinced that their customary rights secured 
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through the Land Law 19/1997 were sufficient to defend themselves against 
expropriation of their land and to receive the due compensation in the case of 
later land conflicts. Because the arrival of the multinational Vale increased the 
demand for land, national and foreign investors have used strategies to influ-
ence the models by which land is traded, a process in which locals have also 
used tactics to benefit financially from illegal land transactions due to the ex-
isting gap in land legislation. 
    The case of Moatize shows also an imbalance of power and legal knowledge 
between residents and investors. Vale had more access to legal knowledge 
than the local residents. While some residents relied on the traditional way of 
granting land, which is enshrined in Law 19/1997, it also prevented them from 
applying for land titles. The chieftaincy as a traditional political structure le-
gitimized by the residents of Moatize was needed to consent to the political 
power of the Frelimo state in Moatize. In this way, the state used the Queen 
as a traditional chief to prevent the residents from mobilising against Vale for 
its bad mining practices. Because many marginalised people such as small 
farmers, brickmakers, and traditional healers legitimised the chieftaincy, the 
Municipal Administration co-opted it into the municipal governance structure 
and used it as a tool to avoid resistance by residents claiming that Vale had 
violated their land rights. As a result, the chieftaincy system in Moatize has 
proved that it is not just an outdated institution with no influence on the mod-
ern structure of governance. Above all, what mattered for the co-optation of 
the leadership of the traditional power structure into the modern structure of 
municipal governance in Moatize was the latter’s capacity to mobilise resi-
dents, especially the marginalised groups that identified with it. In this way, 
the political agency of the traditional leadership was co-opted by the political 
power in Moatize to better serve the state’s political and economic interests. 
The argument here is that weakening traditional power by integrating the 
Queen into the governing structure limited the weak weapons of the resistance 
against the bad mining practices of the powerful Vale, which was supported 
by the District Administration. But even though the Queen was integrated into 
the municipal governance structure, she defended the interests of subaltern 
people who were marginalised by mining activities. This shows how, in a sit-
uation where political power sought to limit her ability to intervene on behalf 
of the local population, she found other means to resist bad mining practices 
in favour of marginalised Moatize groups. 
    Another finding supported by the ethnographic material is that Vale has 
exacerbated the social inequalities already present in the District of Moatize. 
The practices of the national and foreign coal mining companies in Moatize 
revealed that they operated differently, each with its own impact. According 
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to former employees, the parastatal CARBOMOC improved the social life of 
its workers.  However, as other residents who did not work for the company 
mentioned, this does not mean that life was better for everyone; the civil war 
raging at the time affected Moatize greatly. Moatize was also affected by 
droughts, which meant that there was no agricultural production, leading to 
hunger in the district. Another indication of the district’s difficult socio-eco-
nomic conditions was the scarcity of imported good from neighbouring coun-
tries, likely a result of socialist Mozambique strained relations with Malawi at 
the time. 
    The multinational company Vale was described as focused on profiting 
through its extractive industry, and its social actions benefited the companyʼs 
workers – in particular, those living in the gated communities, who were far 
more privileged than those not connected to or employed by the company. By 
focusing exclusively on serving its foreign workers and providing them with 
better social conditions in luxurious neighbourhoods, the company created so-
cial inequalities. The process that has been described as the marginalisation of 
the people of Moatize, especially the workers, began when the private multi-
national company first started mining in Moatize. 
    There was also the emergence of corporate territories in the form of gated 
communities that housed Vale’s national and foreign workers, while the ma-
jority of Moatize residents were marginalised by the extractive coal industry, 
which did not create formal jobs for them, leaving them in vulnerable sectors 
of informal trade and subsistence agriculture. The gated communities built in 
Moatize also demonstrated the emergence of new power relations and a pow-
erful new actor linked to the extractive industry. Managed by the company, 
these communities were a source of discontent and triggered resistance in the 
form of protests by residents who were resettled in neighbourhoods such as 
25 de Setembro and Cateme. Gated communities reserved for company work-
ers and the social inequalities that emerged in Moatize explain residentsʼ neg-
ative discourse about mining practices, as well as their limited ability (weak 
weapons) to counter them. The fact is that, as the residents described it, the 
Vale condomínios are very luxurious compared to the houses where the resi-
dents have been resettled. The discourse is that the company had the means to 
build better resettlement houses for them but did not do so because they matter 
less than Vale’s workers. The Vale workers who live in condomínios are de-
scribed as economic agents who invest in local transport, known as chapas. 
An image has also been created that imported Vale workers are better than the 
locals. In reality, they belong to a different social class than the majority of 
residents, who are poor and do not have the same economic conditions. 
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    One finding concerns the displacement and resettlement in Moatize. I de-
scribed how, after Vale implemented the coal mining project, there was a dis-
crepancy between their rhetoric about developing the area and their actual 
practices. Residents of Moatize described Vale as having a negative impact 
on the socio-economic lives of the local people, particularly small farmers and 
brickmakers. The experiences described are those of displacement and reset-
tlement, which forced small farmers and brickmakers from their lands and re-
pressed those who did not comply with the order to leave areas that later be-
came mining sites. The coal mining project degraded the residentsʼ means of 
survival, and the state failed to protect them, leading them to adopt tactics to 
challenge and subvert the dominant strategies of Vale and the District Admin-
istration (cf. de Certeau 1984). These tactics were applied after open re-
sistance, consisting of strikes and demonstrations, proved ineffective. Given 
the repressive nature of the state police of Moatize, citizens found the means 
to carry out the struggle against the violation of their human rights in the forms 
of everyday resistance, where mining was covertly criticised. From time to 
time, covert forms of resistance of the residents relied on the open criticism of 
CSOs locally as well as at the nationally.  
    Examples of the everyday resistance of the citizens of Moatize, who de-
nounced Valeʼs bad mining practices and preferred not to be identified, are a 
sign that they have lost not only their economic rights but also their political 
rights to openly express themselves in protest against Vale. The company has 
violated their rights and compromised their dignity. The use of repressive 
means against people fighting for their rights has led locals to mistrust state 
institutions and to seek means of resistance that made their grievances heard. 
Because the political powers failed to uphold the ethical responsibilities of 
displacement and resettlement, what remained was a sense of injustice and 
revolt, such as that of the brickmakers, suggesting that resistance to the mining 
company will continue, even under the threat of police violence. Examples of 
videos circulating on WhatsApp, whose creators have not been identified, 
show that in the context of police repression in Moatize, it has been possible 
for residents to use social media to voice criticism of bad mining practices 
instead. 
    The popular mobilisation against Valeʼs mining practices can be described 
as a struggle in which power relations limited the space of resistance for the 
people of Moatize. Moatize is a highly politicised space, and there is a ten-
dency for the local state to control public discourse and monitor potential or-
ganisers of protests against Vale. Although residents demonstrated their 
agency by openly mobilising against the company, police repression and cen-
sorship of any action against mining practices forced residents to be more 
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cautious. They opted for a disguised resistance through which they could 
make immediate gains that did not directly threaten Valeʼs mining practices. 
Although the residents concealed their actions by anonymously denouncing 
Valeʼs negative mining practices through videos and messages, some civil 
society organisations in Moatize were forced to take an open political stance 
due to the scale of land rights expropriation that the residents of Moatize had 
experienced.  
    Another finding concerns the mining revenue fund. The practice that caused 
resistance is the model of sharing mining revenues with the communities that 
host mining projects. An analysis of the discussions about what should be ac-
quired for the benefit of the communities from the 2.75% mining revenue fund 
showed the local Consultative Councils proved ineffective in ensuring the 
fund was used to address local development needs. The way in which the fund 
was managed and distributed suggests that residents are likely to resist in the 
future. This model has created greater social inequalities between regions that 
have benefited and those that have not. Consultations with the District Plan-
ning and Infrastructure Service (SDPI), one of the District Administration or-
gans, have revealed that residents were being pushed further into hardship, 
contrary to the local development that the fund was supposed to support. The 
start of public works, such as classrooms and public drinking water taps, and 
their failure to be completed because of contractors abandoning the projects, 
has diminished the quality of life in these communities. The failure to build 
much-needed infrastructure has robbed them of the dignity they had before 
the multinationals began mining in Moatize. 
    Yet the resistance to mining practices also took place in the invisible realm 
of AMETRAMOʼs traditional healers in Moatize. Their acts of resistance 
were only understood by those aligned with the traditional healers’ practices 
and can be seen as an infrapolitical phenomenon, invisible to ordinary citizens 
who do not understand or practice it. The struggle of the traditional healers 
against Valeʼs mining practices is also a political struggle for them as agents 
of traditional medicine as well as political representatives of the traditional 
structure that was lost when the lands of Moatize were granted to Vale. It is 
important to highlight the conflict that exists within the traditional power 
structure of Moatize. While the traditional healers of AMETRAMO state that 
they are not politically visible because the Queen’s role as head of the Moatize 
lands takes precedence, the Queen herself states that she has not placed appro-
priately within the municipal governance structure, which did not respect her 
high rank in the traditional hierarchical structure. The Queen’s role was thus 
equated with that of the neighbourhood secretaries, which means that she was 
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demoted, demonstrating the intention of the local political power to reduce her 
traditional authority in Moatize. 
    However, as the traditional healers pointed out, because they did not take 
part in the rituals to grant land to Vale for mining, evil spirits continue to roam 
Moatize, causing droughts and spiritual problems for people that had once 
been cured of evil spirits. The Queenʼs presence at the ritual was not enough, 
they said, because they, as part of the traditional power structure, should have 
been there too. The traditional healers claim to control the spirits, and until the 
spirits they control are informed of the dispossession of their sacred land, 
Moatize will never prosper, and the land will never produce at the levels of 
the past. In Moatize, the spiritual world holds a power that traditional healers 
have used to claim their rights as part of a traditional institution able to diag-
nose spirits and ward off evil spirits. 
    The resistance of traditional healers in Moatize against coal mining prac-
tices was a struggle to reclaim resources and power threatened by the practices 
of the mining industry. It was a struggle in which spirits are invisible agents 
of resistance in a modernity characterised by the tendency to accumulate re-
sources in which some groups are excluded, such as the traditional healers 
who, in addition to being excluded, witnessed their means of survival expro-
priated by Vale. The spiritual world was not only a source of power for tradi-
tional healers but also influenced the beliefs of the residents, who saw it as a 
mechanism for explaining health and illness as well as various misfortunes, or 
for seeking good fortune in order to gain employment at a particular institu-
tion. However, the spiritual world in Moatize should be understood on its own 
terms, using its own concepts, in order to avoid misunderstandings. This area 
also needs to be explained in relation to modernisation and as a way of politi-
cal engagement for those excluded from formal politics. 
    Resistance in Moatize is also analysed from the point of view of political 
decentralisation and the economic resources generated by the extractive min-
ing industry. This resistance is linked to the agency and power of each organ 
to have its interests heard and fulfilled. Vinthagen and Johansson (2013:36) 
argue that, like any other acts, resistance acts are performed by someone, since 
all acts have actors and depend on some form of agency. Resistance is not an 
inherent attribute of the subaltern subject. Instead of originating within the 
subject, it arises from the combination of subjectivity, context, and interaction. 
The case of Moatize shows that the gradual implementation of the decentrali-
sation process has created tensions between the two public authorities in 
Moatize. What makes this even more interesting is that the tensions were be-
tween representatives who belong to the same ruling Frelimo party. For ex-
ample, the 2.75% mining revenue fund that the central state provides to the 
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District Administration created conflicts of interest between the District Ad-
ministrator and the Mayor. The fact that these mining resources, intended to 
benefit the residents of the municipal area, were channelled through an ap-
pointed organ created the aforementioned conflicts. In this sense, the Mayor, 
backed by the residents, invented tactics that violated the decentralisation Law 
2/1997 in order to gain control over the 2.75% mining fund. It is for these 
resources that the Municipality of Moatize, through its Mayor, is fighting to 
gain political power – that is, to reclaim its ability to exercise political agency. 
    Residentsʼ resistance in Moatize takes place in a mining context of unequal 
power relations between the actors involved in resource extraction. Access to 
the mechanisms of power, as highlighted in the discourses of the Moatize peo-
ple, was fundamental to the operationalisation of the multinational coal pro-
ject. The possession and exercise of power has also allowed the District Ad-
ministration to control mining revenues in the Moatize Municipality, creating 
another level of resistance from the elected Mayor, which believes it has the 
right to control the 2.75% mining fund that the central state reserves for com-
munities affected by the mining problem. But what is really at stake in Moatize 
is the control of a district rich in coal resources, which are important for the 
state at local and central levels. This is why the 2.75% mining revenue fund is 
channeled through an appointed public authority, ensuring that even if the op-
position wins the municipality elections, the fund will always be channelled 
through the District Administration, which is run by Frelimo. 
    Residentsʼ perceptions of political decentralisation in Moatize showed that 
the Municipal Administration was the most useful and responsive to the day-
to-day problems of citizens. The citizens had more interaction with the Mu-
nicipal Administration than the District Administration, with the former re-
sponding effectively to the concerns of vendors, taxi drivers, and other urban 
workers. The District Administration was concerned with the political inter-
ests of the central state. Following Vinthagen and Johanssonʼs (2013) argu-
ment that all acts depend on some form of agency, I argue that the Moatize 
Municipal Administration attempted to use its political agency to control and 
manage the mining revenue fund allocated by the central state to the District 
Administration. This resistance is linked to the agency and power of each or-
gan to have its interests heard and fulfilled. In this case, the power relations 
favour the district organ as the principal organ responsible for controlling and 
managing the mining revenue fund.  
    Another factor of resistance in Moatize stems from the fact that coal mining 
has failed to bring socio-economic benefits to the local population, who have 
largely been excluded from the formal jobs created by multinational extractive 
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companies. This fact, as well as the poorly managed displacement and reset-
tlement of small farmers and brickmakers, caused discontent that RENAMO 
capitalised on in its political speeches as an active player in Moatizeʼs political 
sphere. Accounts from the RENAMO members on the Municipal Council 
show that their party is an agent of resistance against mining practices that 
threatened the survival of the local population. However, RENAMOʼs politi-
cal resistance is constrained by the limited political space granted to the op-
position in Moatize. Since the first local elections, Frelimo consistently holds 
majority on the Moatize Municipal Council. All its proposals have always 
been approved, even if they go against efforts to minimise the social problems 
affecting Moatize. The political opposition in Moatize, represented by 
RENAMO, operates in a space where different forms of participation in local 
political life are limited, which has at times led to socio-political tensions, as 
the local population historically supports RENAMO. 
    The resistance of the people of Moatize to the coal mining practices of the 
multinational company Vale shows that while residents may assert agency in 
their socio-economic and political lives, their agency is constrained by a cen-
tral political power that continues to dictate the management of its economic 
and political projects. However, both the residents and the local decentralised 
authority (the municipality) have sought to assert their interests in the area’s 
coal resources. Valeʼs coal mining project, although failing to bring promised 
development to the local population, thus setting their lives back, has shown 
that residents are capable of resisting a multinational development project fa-
cilitated by the central state. The present study contributes to debates in the 
anthropology of resistance, offering an account in which local people, appear-
ing powerless, confront a powerful mining company allied to the central state 
by making recurse to the means at their disposal. In Moatize, residentsʼ re-
sistance to industrial coal mining employed a combination of social, cultural, 
spiritual and political tactics. 
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