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To start, I was hoping you could give us a brief history 
of the transition of power from the Portuguese colo-
nial government to FRELIMO.   

Mozambique became independent in 1975, 
after 10 years of armed struggle. During this period, 
the wars in the Portuguese colonies in Angola, Mo-
zambique, and Guinea Bissau exhausted the resolve 
of the Portuguese army. Consequently, a revolution 
in Portugal overthrew the Portuguese dictatorship 
and led to talks for decolonization in the Portuguese 
colonies. One of the agreements declared that a year-
long transitional government would be established in 
Mozambique to prepare the country to transition to 
independence. !is transitional government included 
a majority of members from FRELIMO and a few 
from the Portuguese government. During this period 
of transition, the FRELIMO dominated government 
decided to implement re-education camps, targeting 
so-called anti-socials, prostitutes, vagrants, and people 
deemed to be leading wayward lifestyles. !e "rst camp 
was created precisely a month after the transitional go-
vernment came to power, and so you can glean from 
that the centrality of this policy to this regime and the 
FRELIMO government’s attempts to create what they 
called “the new society” in Mozambique. !at was the 
context in which these camps were created–they were 
part of the entire package of decolonization and the 
making of independent Mozambique, of course, under 
the mantle of socialism.

Can you describe the formation of FRELIMO and 
its relationship to Tanzanian or African Socialism 
and African Marxism?  

In 1963 the recently independent countries 
of Africa decided to create the Organization of Afri-
can Unity (OAU), and within it a committee for the 
decolonization of the continent, especially to support 
liberation struggles in those few countries still under 
colonialism, especially in Southern Africa. Tanzania’s 
proximity to Southern Africa was precisely why the 
committee was established in the Tanzanian capital city 
of Dar es Salaam and not in Ethiopia’s Addis Ababa, 
which was the headquarters of the OAU. In addition, 
Julius Nyerere, the prime minister of Tanzania from 
1964 to 1985 was an uncompromising supporter of 
these nationalist liberation movements and was willing 
to host them in Tanzania. He, in fact, played a very 
important role in the creation of FRELIMO because 
he became friends with Eduardo Mondlane [who later 
became the founder of FRELIMO] when Mondlane 
was working at the UN to supervise processes of de-
colonization in Africa. During that time, Mondlane 
learned that the UN as a forum would not provide Mo-
zambicans any support against the Portuguese because 
Portuguese interests were deeply entrenched in the UN. 
He left the UN and received an invitation from the va-
rious nationalist movements and from Nyerere to join 
and lead the nationalist movement for Mozambique's 
independence. Nyerere understood that these di#erent 
movements were well intentioned but didn't have good 
leadership. 
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FRELIMO evolved during the struggle. !ey 
learned a great deal from Tanzania and assimilated 
a lot of things from Tanzania’s socialist experiment. 
However, FRELIMO grew increasingly more radical, 
particularly due to in$uence from Maoist principles 
of popular struggle.  !e general consensus is that you 
have a "rst generation of African socialists who advo-
cated this idea of Africa being already socialist because 
of the nature of pre-colonial African societies. !e idea 
being that they were communal, and because of that 
they were already socialist. What they needed was to 
actually recuperate that communalism which had sup-
posedly been eroded by colonial rule. Nyerere was one 
of the key "gures is this generation of African socialists. 
In the 1970s a new generation, a second wave of Afri-
can socialists emerged. !ey advocated for what they 
called scienti"c socialism – the claim being that there 
is one socialism and that is the socialism of Marx and 
Lenin, which is scienti"c. FRELIMO belongs to this 
second way of so-called Afro-Marxists. By the time 
Mozambique became independent, FRELIMO was 
quite critical of the ideological orientation of Tanzania 
along the lines of what is known as African socialism, 
versus, say Afro-Marxism. 

I noticed that when discussing your new book, you 
mentioned that the political parties that emerged 
following the April Coup expressed the political ima-
gination of those who witnessed the end of colonial 
rule. You note that their democratic aspirations did 
not only come from international aid organizations 
and that a desire for civil rights did not just come 
from external actors, but from a national feeling that 
FRELIMO had betrayed the country. Could you talk 
about why you believe it is important to di!erentiate 
and acknowledge the factors that were endogenous to 
Mozambique and those which were exogenous?  

!e period of transition, as FRELIMO was 
preparing the conditions for Mozambique’s indepen-
dence, has always been described from the perspective 
of the victors. FRELIMO triumphed, and they inhe-
rited the state from the Portuguese. In the six months 
in which there was a void of political authority in Mo-
zambique, before FRELIMO assumed power, a lot of 
political parties were able to think about the future of 
their country and what was going to happen next. 

Our understanding of that period until now has 
been that these alternative parties were puppets of co-
lonialism, that they were created by the Portuguese to 
harvest the fruits of FRELIMO’s labor. What I'm trying 
to say in this new project is that this view is not entirely 
correct. !ere might have been a few groups that were 
inspired or in$uenced, or "nanced, by some sectors of 
colonial society. But not all of them. And even those 
who were "nanced by those colonial forces had a consi-
derable degree of agency and independence of thought 
and action. I'm essentially recuperating that period to 
show how the end of colonialism opened a space for 
political activism that was absent in Mozambique for a 
long time, one that took place in the highly policed ur-
ban spaces in the south as opposed to the armed strug-
gle led by FRELIMO in the northern countryside. As a 
fascist dictatorship, Portugal did not allow for the kinds 
of civil liberties and political freedoms that other colo-
nial subjects enjoyed. So, suddenly there is this opening 
of the political "eld in 1974, and everyone seemed to 
have something to say about the future of the country. 
From my studies, I have not seen a more dynamic and 
more plural period in the short history of Mozambique 
than that period. And that political dynamism was 
spurred by endogenous aspirations for a more plural 
society than the one delivered by FRELIMO’s inde-
pendence. Recouping those aspirations is important for 
understanding the current challenges with democracy 
in this young African country.  

 
To “mentally decolonize” is a trendy notion you hear 
around issues such as beauty standards or implicit 
bias. It intrigued me to see how this process of correc-
tive labor, political education, moral rehabilitation, 
and cultural enlightenment was intended to produce 
a similar “mental decolonization.” Will you talk a bit 
about this initiative prior to and following the 1976 
National Seminar on re-education? 

!is idea of education and mental decoloniza-
tion started when the revolutionaries became familiar 
with the Chinese model of revolution and Maoist ideas 
about popular struggle and the ways in which these li-
beration struggles were meant to a#ect the social fabric 
as a whole. !erefore, from 1963-64, but certainly 1965, 
there were Chinese military and political instructors 
in Tanzania, some of them stationed in FRELIMO 
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training bases. !ey did not just teach guerilla warfare, 
but also ideological principles of what the revolution is 
meant to do in society. What emerged, in fact, during 
this 1976 seminar on re-education, was the triumph of 
the idea that FRELIMO’s struggle was not just meant 
to defeat the Portuguese and replace their government 
with a simple independent Mozambique. !is was a 
revolution that aimed at transforming society–on all 
levels.   

In the material sense, the revolution was meant 
to o#er better living conditions. But it was also meant 
to a#ect the mental and spiritual dimensions of a deco-
lonized society. A new society was supposed to emerge 
from the revolution, one that thought, behaved, and 
acted di#erently and totally anew from the previous 
society which had putatively been infected by the vices 
and decadence of colonialism and its bourgeois culture. 
You can argue that, in its essence, the kind of society 
that FRELIMO envisioned was in many ways a kind of 
Victorian society – a society of virtue. !ey imagined a 
moral society, of people who behave well, who dress in 
a certain way, that is, with decency, who present them-
selves respectfully, who work hard, etc. !ey called this 
type of individual “the new man,” which is a concept 

that has circulated for a long time in revolutionary cir-
cles from Europe to Asia to Latin America. !ere were 
a number of procedures to produce this new man or 
this new woman, and one of them was these reeduca-
tion camps. !ey were not meant to eliminate life, as 
some people have claimed. !ere are a few people who 
write on these camps, but they tend to describe them as 
death camps similar to Auschwitz or the Soviet Gulag. 
Of course, people su#ered and died in these camps. But 
they were not designed to eliminate life. !eir initial 
purpose was precisely to a#ect changes in people’s beha-
vior. !at’s why the people targeted by these programs 
of re-education are precisely people viewed as being 
amoral, as being wayward, and as not presenting them-
selves in the ethical ways in which FRELIMO de"ned 
Mozambican citizenship. For example, the caricature 
that the FRELIMO government used to illustrate the 
non-citizen, the “old man” was precisely an image of 
Jimi Hendrix, understood as the epitome of bourgeois 
decadence. It was the image of the social degenerate. 
And that is what the new citizen of Mozambique was 
not supposed to look like.  
In your paper on the reeducation camps, you talk 
about how conditions of austerity kept FRELIMO 
from establishing the strict disciplinary institutions 
they desired, and instead resulted in sort of less struc-
tured arbitrary reeducation camps. I was curious: 
how do you understand the relationship between the 
conditions of austerity and the lack of civil rights un-
der the FRELIMO government–so you see them as 
causal, cooperating, or randomly coinciding? 

!is question speaks to the gap between ambi-
tion and reality. A lot of the dynamics that shaped these 
camps were based on precisely this gap between what 
the regime wanted to accomplish–which is to really re-
habilitate people that they viewed as wayward, immoral, 
and anti-social–and the reality of austerity–the lack of 
resources in both materials and in humans to actualize 
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Figure 1: The guerrilla fighter featured on this poster 
is FRELIMO leader Samora Machel, who, following 
Mozambique's independence became the President of 
Mozambique. The quote at the bottom of the image is 
attributed to him, and the Portuguese slogan “FRELIMO 
VENCERA” translates to “FRELIMO will win.” Citation: 
Committee for a Free Mozambique, Mozambique Will be 
Free, ca. 1970, accessed Sept 10th, 2023 



this ambition. And so, the camps, rather than being 
centers of social rehabilitation, as they were designed, 
became sites of social abandonment where people were 
simply dumped without the most basic means of sur-
vival. !ey did not have an erected infrastructure, de-
tainees had to build their own barracks and shacks with 
local materials. !ere was a constant crisis of hunger, 
the idea was that the detainees were supposed to clear 
and cultivate the land in order to transform their envi-
ronment. But, they didn’t even have the implements to 
do it. So, what was viewed as a project inspired by really 
high ideals of reform became a place of punishment 
and rustication of people.  

However, I don’t think austerity as such has 
anything to do with the lack of civil rights. !ere were 
no civil rights because this was a dictatorship. And it's 
a dictatorship that was inspired by a particular brand of 
socialism. And it didn’t provide any space for political 
and social freedoms. It’s what the regime thought was 
right for the people. And I have to be cautious here not 
to use austerity, the lack of resources, as an excuse as to 
why these camps were bad.  
You describe the process by which the FRELIMO 
government replicated authoritarian aspects of Por-
tuguese colonial governance as a means of asserting 
power despite being an organization founded out 
of anti-colonial sentiment. How do you unders-
tand their focus on “moral behavior” through their, 
for example, high punishments for petty crime and 
“antisocial behavior,” focus on decency in dressing, 
temperance, and asceticism in political situations to 
be related to colonial scripts for asserting power? Do 
you understand them to be related?  

Yes, they are actually intimately related. Even 
though these regimes would not accept my assessment, 
they end up reproducing the same dynamics of social 
control as the colonial power because they are not ope-
rating from a totally di#erent perspective. Of course, the 
goals are di#erent. Colonial powers also talked about the 
moral obligation of Africans to work and earn their way 
as the justi"cation to use forced labor, for example, as a 
means to force Africans to ‘modernize.’ In many ways, 
that is similar to what the independent FRELIMO 
government did: they were reforming people inspired 
by social transformation, but the thing is that these vi-
sions produce the same e#ect. In the end, those who are 

victims of these schemes of social engineering faced the 
same kind of violence as those who fell under the same 
schemes under colonial rule. One of my goals in that 
book on reeducation is to show that the regimes end 
up reproducing the same mechanisms of social control 
precisely because they are operating from the same kind 
of framework, that is, that those in power know better, 
that they have the knowledge and the power to go and 
direct society to be what they think is best. 
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