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Memories of violence in Mozambique 

 

Victor Igreja 

 

Exploring the ethics of memory as cultivated by national political elites and ordinary 
survivors of mass political violence, this article analyses the role of memories and the 
implications for sustainable peace and reconciliation in Mozambique. It argues that in 

the aftermath of civil war and totalitarian political repression, a combination of 

cultural, religious and political pluralism coupled with the fact that memories have 
multiple meanings and purposes makes it very difficult (if not impossible) to 
completely suppress memories of serious violations from both the private and public 

sphere. 
 

The Mozambican civil war (1976-92) opposed the ruling Liberation Front of Mozambique 

(Frente de Libertação de Moçambique, FRELIMO) against the rebel movement Mozambican 

National Resistance (Resistência Nacional Moçambicana, RENAMO). In this article, the 

strategies of the politicians and ordinary survivors of the civil war are viewed through the 

conceptual lens of an ‘ethics of memory.’ 

 Avishai Margalit (2002) considers that ethics of memory is related to issues about what 

should be remembered and what should be forgotten in society. Yet, since memory implies ‘a 

discrimination between items which will be preserved and those which will be suppressed’ 

(Petrov, 1989: 78), the process of discriminating is politically controversial and a source of 

great division in society. 

 In 1962, after almost four decades of effective Portuguese colonization, various groups of 

Mozambicans were united in a common front, Frelimo, to fight against Portuguese colonial 

subjugation. The armed struggle for independence under the leadership of Frelimo lasted a 

decade (1964-74). In June 1975, the country achieved its independence and Frelimo 

assumed total political control. 

 Attempts at creating other political parties were violently crushed; some of the 

representatives of emergent political forces were arrested and sent to re-education camps as 

a punishment. Through the practice of so-called revolutionary justice, political dissidents 

were executed amid accusations of treason. The whereabouts of these executed dissidents 

remain part of the secret history of Frelimo (Cabrita, 2000). 

 In 1977 Frelimo transformed itself from a liberation movement into a political party and 

installed a Marxist-Leninist dictatorial regime in the country. Purges from public office and 

enterprises owned by Mozambicans who had allegedly collaborated with the former colonial 

regime followed; private proprieties were nationalized and considerable numbers of 

Portuguese public servants and business people fled from Mozambique to South Africa and 

Portugal. 

 Frelimo’s support of the liberation movements in former Rhodesia and apartheid South 

Africa strained relations between the Frelimo government and Mozambique’s neighbouring 

countries. As a result, the Ian Smith regime invaded Mozambique and committed massacres 

in the centre of the country. This foreign invasion coincided with the beginning of the 

protracted civil war between the Frelimo government and Renamo. 

 

The civil war and the peace building process in Mozambique  
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The causes of the Mozambican civil war remain an issue of serious political dispute. For 

Frelimo, the origins of the civil war are related to the Rhodesian direct foreign aggression and 

indirect destabilization of Mozambique through the instrumentalization of Mozambicans. 

Frelimo argues that this instrumentalization led to the creation of Renamo by the ex-

Rhodesian secret services. With the disappearance of the Rhodesian regime, Frelimo argues 

that control of Renamo was handed over to the former apartheid regime in South Africa. 

 The implication of this position is that for Frelimo, the post-colonial war was never an 

internal legitimate struggle based on ideological purposes. And during the first decade of the 

war, Renamo was publicly treated as Bandidos Armados (Armed Bandits) and puppets of the 

former Rhodesian and apartheid regimes. 

 Renamo’s position diametrically differs from that of Frelimo. For the former rebel 

movement, the origins of the civil war are related to Frelimo’s post-independence policies of 

restriction of individual freedoms, persecution and killing of political dissidents and the 

establishment of re-education camps to punish alleged pariahs of the socialist revolution. 

Through their policies, Frelimo also banned traditional authorities including traditional 

healers, which are now playing a key role to heal the wounds of the civil war in the country. 

 Overall Renamo attributes responsibility for the post-independence mass violence to 

Frelimo’s Marxist-Leninist dictatorship. In this regard, Renamo treated Frelimo as a group of 

Comunistas (Communists) and they use Frelimo’s inadequate socialist policies to argue that 

their war was part of a legitimate struggle to install freedom and a pluralistic democracy in 

Mozambique. 

 The Mozambican civil war was one of the most viciously destructive wars during the 

1980s in Africa and it created an overwhelming humanitarian disaster. The war engulfed the 

entire country and also involved foreign troops from former apartheid South Africa, Rhodesia, 

and later Zimbabwe. Military instructors from the Soviet Union, Cuba, and the United 

Kingdom were also involved. It was a protracted war, which generated incredible tragedies: 

destruction of villages and properties, killing of men and rape of women, forced marriage of 

young girls to soldiers, food deprivation and famine. 

 Civilians living in the war-zones were divided between Renamo-controlled areas and the 

government-controlled communal villages. They continuously shifted from one controlled 

area to another in search of safety. This search was in vain since neither area provided 

safety from the extreme insecurity and continuous traumatic experiences.  

 In the midst of this violence and insecurity, people continued to work in their fields, to get 

married and divorced, and to do business. Some sort of social life survived to a certain extent 

(Lubkemann, 2008). However, the devastating effects of war permeated these social 

relations. It became common place to experience betrayals between neighbours and family 

members, which led to numerous detentions, acts of torture and the murder of kin and 

neighbours. 

 The escalation of intimate violence over protracted periods made it very difficult to 

establish clear-cut boundaries between perpetrators, victims and bystanders. On top of these 

human-made catastrophes, severe drought and famine contributed to aggravate the wartime 

suffering and conflict. 

 Following two years of peace negotiations (1990-92), the Frelimo-led government and 

Renamo managed to reach a General Peace Agreement in October 1992. The fact that the 

Mozambican civil war ended through a negotiated process and that the parties to the conflict 

had been involved in the perpetration of serious abuses and war crimes shaped their choices 

on how to deal with the legacies of the past. 
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 Therefore, the peace agreement did not contemplate the establishment of war tribunals or 

official truth commissions (as in South Africa) to deal with the serious crimes perpetrated 

during the civil war. The peace agreement was founded upon reconciliation through 

ideologies of silence, amnesia and unconditional amnesty. Ten days after signing the peace 

accords, the Frelimo party promulgated Amnesty Law no. 15/92 for crimes committed 

between 1979 and 1992. The immediate consequence of this peace settlement achieved 

was that after the war, the soldiers went home (Schafer, 2007) to live side-by-side with the 

living and dead victims in the same places where the violence took place. 

 In spite of law No. 15/92, which was enacted to suppress the right to create politico-legal 

spaces to deal with unresolved wartime legacies, both the political elites operating in the 

central state institutions and the survivors of the violence at the grassroots level were 

confronted with memories of the violence. Frelimo and Renamo members in the national 

parliament appropriated the memories of the civil war and initiated mutual accusations about 

serious abuses and war crimes. Over the past ten years, the use of memories as weapons 

have taken precedence over debates about the best ways to reconstruct and develop the 

country and the sessions of the national parliament had to be paralysed because of the 

escalation of verbal violence between the deputies (Igreja, 2008). The reasons behind these 

memory confrontations are related with the fact that in contexts of cultural, religious and 

political pluralism, serious debates about what should be remembered and its importance to 

the establishment of new social and political relations are inevitable. Complete silence is 

unrealizable and in one way or another ‘communities must make decisions and establish 

institutions that foster forgetting as much as remembering’ (Margalit, 2002: 13).  

 At the community level, the attempts to move on in silence as if nothing serious had 

happened during the war also led to formidable family conflict and community instability in 

the war torn societies in the centre of Mozambique. In order to understand the 

meaningfulness of these conflicts and local attempts to address them, I shall briefly describe 

the socio-cultural and religious beliefs and practices of the survivors that inhabit these former 

war affected areas. 

 

Silence and the eruption of war-related spirits in Gorongosa 

Gorongosa is a District of the Sofala Province in the centre of Mozambique and it is founded 

on patrilineal kinship, polygyny and an agricultural system of production. The social world of 

the Gorongosas is permeated by ancestral spirits, non-ancestral spirits, and also animal and 

nature spirits. 

 Relations between spirits and living people take place because in Mozambique, as in 

many other non-Western societies, people’s bodies and minds are not only the locus of 

physiological and psychological processes. Peoples’ bodies and minds can also be inhabited 

by spirits. And spirits are regarded as persons that have their own identities and agency. 

They also have perceptions, feelings and emotions and they are carriers of memories 

(Lambek, 1981; Igreja, Dias-Lambranca & Richters, 2008; Masquelier, 2001; Perera, 2001; 

Rosenthal, 2002; Stoller, 1995). In this regard, spirits establish relations with living people by 

possessing and taking full control of people’s bodies and minds or through dreams (Igreja & 

Dias-Lambranca, 2006). 

 Spirits perform various roles: engender serious afflictions, reproduce or contest cultural 

identity, watch over the land and perform healing. In post-conflict contexts, spirits can be 

carriers and triggers of individual and collective memories of the violence (Igreja, 2009; 

Kwon, 2006) and they can enunciate calls for justice (Igreja & Dias-Lambranca, 2008; 
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Mueggler, 2001). In Gorongosa, the name of the ancestral spirits is dzoca, which is a set of 

spirits that for generations possess the living through inheritance through the male line from 

the same male ancestor to exercise their healing powers. Dzoca spirits possess only 

individuals of families with a healing genealogy so that they can work as dzoca healers. 

 The dzoca’s rule of family exclusiveness in possession and healing can be suspended by 

temporary disruptions triggered by major societal catastrophes. For instance, during the 

violence of the late 19th century in which southern warriors dominated the central region 

populations, non-ancestral spirits emerged named madwite and n’fukua. Non-ancestral 

spirits also known to be harmful spirits display their power by possessing their hosts and 

wreaking havoc as a result of alleged past wrongdoings perpetrated by the host’s kin 

(Honwana, 2003; Igreja et al., 2006; Marlin, 2001). 

 The madwite spirits had a reputation for re-enacting the violent behaviour of the invading 

southern warriors, and n’fukua spirits brought severe illnesses through possession afflictions 

(although these possession states were appeased and kept hidden by the host’s family). 

Over time madwite and n’fukua waned and did not leave a local institutional legacy. In the 

late 20th century, as a result of the Mozambican protracted civil war, gamba spirits emerged 

(Igreja et al., 2008).  

 

Spirits and memories that heal 

Gamba is the name of a spirit, an affliction, and also the healer who specializes in gamba 

afflictions. In general, gamba is the spirit of male soldiers who died during the civil war. Their 

bodies were not properly buried, and people living within the war zones amid extreme 

conditions were alleged to have used pieces of the corpses of fallen soldiers to make 

protective medicines against war violence. Gamba spirits possess the living because of the 

alleged serious abuses and crimes that occurred during the war. 

 The intrusive character of gamba spirit possession and the memories that they convey to 

the audience are a way of compelling war survivors to break silence and engage in serious 

conversation about some of the violent war events. As stated above, the intimacy of civil war 

violence profoundly undermined family bonds, mutual trust, solidarity ties and respect for 

some of the traditions that for generations had offered protection and support for family and 

community members. Thus in the aftermath of the war, victims unilaterally forgave one 

another and tried to move on in silence. But taking into account the gruesome acts that had 

taken place on the battle fields, and particularly among the families that lived in the war 

zones, post-war attempts by survivors to suppress memories were morally unacceptable 

because it gave rise to feelings that silence could ‘no longer enable individuals to perceive 

the truth of things’ (Burridge, 1969: 8). Silence was preventing the war survivors from 

engaging in new and meaningful social relations. 

 Gamba spirits are the carriers of the most painful memories of the civil war and the spirits 

create social spaces in society where war survivors gather in order to deal with their divisions 

and bitterness of the past. The process that leads to the creation of such social spaces takes 

the following route. 

 First, gamba spirits possess a person who is a relative of a war survivor that allegedly 

committed serious abuses and crimes during the war. Usually, but not exclusively, the focal 

point of gamba spirit possession is a woman. With the exception of gamba healers who have 

a symbiotic relation with gamba spirits, people possessed by gamba spirits suffer from 

intrusive thoughts about the civil war, insomnia, war-related nightmares in general and 

nightmares involving sexual assaults. 
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 The host’s reproductive capacities are also impaired until the needs of the gamba spirits 

are satisfied. War survivors have to decide whether to remain silent or to engage with the 

past because the blockage of the reproductive functions of war survivors is a severe affliction 

not only for the possessed individual but also for society as a whole. Therefore, actively and 

publicly dealing with the memories of the war is one of the preconditions for postwar recovery 

and establishment of new aspirations in life (Igreja, Kleijn & Richters, 2006). 

 Second, in the social spaces created by gamba spirits, community members (men and 

women) can safely engage in deliberations about the past, the reasons for the divisions that 

prevail among them, so that the truths about past abuses and crimes can be publicly 

disclosed and the suffering acknowledged (Igreja & Dias-Lambranca, 2008). 

 Evocation of the past is done by means of discourse and bodily performances. During the 

sessions of gamba spirits, gamba healers and the participants sing songs evoking memories 

of war events, abuse, suffering and death. While they sing the gamba healers are possessed 

by their gamba spirits; they get hold of a bayonet, which is their working instrument. The 

bayonet triggers in the audience further painful memories of the war because they were 

symbolic of the Kalashnikov weapons which the soldiers used to kill many people during the 

war. 

 During their performances the gamba healers move around in these social spaces always 

carrying their bayonet; they make different types of gestures and say things related to the 

war violence: crawling, the position of soldiers firing weapons, fighting, aggressively 

manipulating their bayonets as if they were going to stab people in the audience. 

 The objective of these performances is to induce a possession state in the patient. When 

the gamba spirit is in full control of the patient’s body then the spirit starts to narrate the grisly 

events of the past and reveals the ways in which the indicted person participated in these 

alleged events. The accusations of past wrongdoing are never hastily accepted. The 

enunciations of the gamba spirits generate controversy, there are arguments and counter-

arguments and accusations of memory distortion. The role of the gamba healers is to 

mediate the deliberations. 

 Since the gamba healer is also a survivor of past violent experiences and is familiar with 

the politics of denial, the gamba healer supports the gamba spirit’s allegations against the 

indicted person and kin. In order to increase the authority of his voice, the gamba spirit has to 

uncover more unknown memories that render the accusation indisputable. 

 When this level of evidence production is reached the ‘accused’ must relent and assume 

his or her responsibilities in the case. The way in which the evidence unfolds conforms to 

local notions of truth and the mechanisms to disclose it. Truth is visible and invisible; in cases 

of invisible truth, through the intervention of spiritual agents the truth can become logically 

accessible, materialized and visible to everyone. Responsibility for a wrongful act is both 

individual and collective, and by means of gamba spirits, war survivors in Gorongosa deal 

with their painful memories and construct their own truths about the war. 

 The emergence of gamba spirits removes the need for war victims to engage in acts of 

revenge against their perpetrators. The local ethics is that ‘he who was hurt by the offence 

and died will return as a gamba spirit to reveal and avenge the unjust act.’ This cultural belief 

and practice – in which the spirits of the dead establish the conditions for narrations of 

shocking memories of mass political violence and for justice to be collectively and publicly 

created – suggests that access to memory is a right. It is a right because access to memory 

is one of the key preconditions for a sustainable peace and reconciliation in communities 

deeply divided by civil war. 
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Conclusion 

The current ethics of memory in post-civil war Mozambique suggests that the lack of 

transparency in the process of deciding which events are to be officially remembered and the 

refusal to accept pluralism as a condition for dealing with the memories of turbulent pasts run 

the risk of transforming collective memories of past violence into ‘programs for revenge and 

hatred’ (Cohen, 2001: 245). The violent debates in the Mozambican national parliament can 

be seen as part of a publicly undeclared program of vengeance and hatred. 

 There is much to lose from this state of affairs because ‘a society without a (tolerably 

authentic) knowledge of its past is strongly handicapped in its dealing with the future’ 

(Hosking 1989: 129). In this respect, the existence of independent media could play a pivotal 

role by creating forums where individuals or autonomous institutions could tell their own 

versions of Mozambique’s recent history, thereby contributing to enlarging the space for 

memories and the potential for political participation.  

 Contrary to the strategies of national political elites, war survivors in Gorongosa managed 

to develop their own local socio-cultural and religious processes to deal actively with their 

painful memories of the war. Such local processes demonstrate that with understanding and 

willingness there are no conflicts that do not have a solution. The courage to face gruesome 

memories by engaging in public deliberations as perpetrators, victims or both is ‘ethically 

desirable in coming to terms with the past both for the individual and for the collectivity’ 

(LaCapra, 2001: 95). 

 In this respect Mozambican political elites and their institutions lag behind compared with 

the courage of war survivors in the centre of Mozambique in dealing publicly with the 

contradictory and painful memories of the civil war. 
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