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From Squatters to Smallholders?
Configurations of African Land
Access in Central and Southern
Colonial Mozambique, 1910s-1940s

Bdrbara Direito

Introduction

In 1906, Machoana, an indigena (native) African woman, was granted a tempor-
ary individual land title, for which she paid 5,000 reis, regarding a tract of land
she had been occupying for five years. In the same year, Gimo made a similar
request regarding a vacant tract, and was also granted a land title, for which he
paid 30,000 reis." These are just two examples of the several land concessions
to African indigenas that can be found at the Arquivo Histérico Ultramarino
in Lisbon, which holds most of the documentation regarding Portugal’s former
colonies. The narrow notion of “native property” applicable at the time meant
that, in theory, Africans could obtain individual rights to land after twenty years
of continuous use of such land.? A few years later, once the 1909 Mozambique
Land Law came into effect and purportedly increased the protection award-
ed to Africans while at the same time stimulating concessions to settlers, the
wording was discreetly changed. The new provisions spoke merely of “conces-
sions to natives,” of “occupancy” rights in vacant land, and of “native” reserves.
The two worlds of “civilized populations”—mostly of European origin, subject
to “modern” legislation and the principles of individual property—and of “na-
tives”—African populations, subject to African customary law and principles of
communal property—were to be almost totally separated, with few exceptions.
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These subtle changes in land legislation reflected one aspect of the “native”
policy that was beginning to take shape as the Portuguese gradually took effect-
ive control of Mozambique in the first years of the twentieth century. And much
like in other colonial contexts, in Africa and other continents, the Portuguese
were “constructing racialized difference” through these laws.?

But the provisions of the land laws, the ideals that inspired the land poli-
cies put in place by officials, and the actual reality on the ground were different.*
And these three dimensions were in themselves influenced by international, na-
tional, and local dynamics that need to be taken into consideration, as well as
by different agents, often with opposing interests and powers. Bearing in mind
these different nuances and layers, the present chapter will discuss the changing
configurations of African land access in Mozambique between the 1910s and
the 1940s. It will do so in the context of the tension between divergent goals,
new and old: maintaining a steady supply of African labour to public and private
projects; maintaining “native” tax revenue; addressing the decline of European
settler farming in the 1920s, worsened by the Great Depression; and responding
to the demand for agricultural commodities through an agrarian intervention
in African production. The latter goal, discussed in Mozambique as much as in
Portugal and in international fora during this period, involved the expansion of
cash crops, the promotion of “rational” agricultural practices, and technical as-
sistance for Africans, but also population displacement and resettlement. Unlike
previous policies that excluded the majority of Africans from land tenure and
viewed them mostly as squatters, the plans inspired by this goal proposed a new
perspective on African land access and use.

This transformation was justified by the need to increase yields and by a
narrative concerning the improvement of living standards for Africans, but it
was also based on a degree of paternalism and coercion, laying the ground for
post-1945 calls for African “rural development.”

Drawing on an array of sources consulted in different archives and librar-
ies in Portugal and Mozambique, the chapter will discuss the outcomes of the
tensions between these different goals in southern and central Mozambique by
focusing on three specific configurations: The legalization of Africans living on
alienated and vacant land; the separation of plots for individual smallholders in-
side native reserves; and colonatos, or model settlements, involving the parcelling
and distribution of plots to African smallholders on vacant land.® This will allow
us to understand the complexity of rural life in colonial Mozambique, to observe
the conditions of changing agrarian relations, and to view land as a disputed re-
source. By looking at the evolution of these instruments in two distinct regions of
Mozambique, one governed by a chartered company and the other under direct
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Portuguese rule, the chapter furthermore seeks to highlight the importance of
context by showing how similar circumstances on the ground could lead to dif-
ferent configurations in terms of African access to land. Finally, I also want to
discuss how African populations dealt with encroachment upon their land and
with mounting disputes with settlers, but also with attempts to transform their
farming practices, while trying to maintain their own autonomy.

Land Tenure in Early Twentieth-Century Colonial
Mozambique: Principles and Practice

The dominant perspective in Portuguese colonial thought in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, inscribed in the period’s land laws, dictated the
limited access of Africans to land in the name of the economic development of
colonial territories, the fight against land speculation, and the safeguarding of
Portuguese sovereignty in Africa. More specifically, this meant that the presence
of African populations, cultivated lands, and livestock did not constitute an
impediment to land concessions. It also meant that the new landholders would
have the prerogative to decide the fate of these African occupants, or “squat-
ters.” These principles applied equally to the regions of Manica and Sofala, in
central Mozambique, under the rule of a chartered company—the Mozambique
Company—between 1892 and 1942, and to the south of Mozambique, a region
under direct Portuguese rule (see map 2.1).°

The main colonial thinkers and officials of the time argued that this dual sys-
tem was justified because of the backwardness of African populations and their
traditional farming system, based on the periodic search for better agricultural
land. They also believed that Africans’ lack of understanding of the concept of
individual property could jeopardize the colonial state’s control over land alloca-
tion for agriculture and European settlement plans.” Africans were thus to make
way for settlers while maintaining their own traditions. This perspective was a
clear corollary of the dominant view about African populations as intellectually
and morally inferior, and it became a convenient ally of the system of forced
labour, the crux of Portuguese colonial policies in Mozambique.®

But as important scholarship has shown regarding other territories in south-
ern Africa, the reality of agrarian life was much more complex than colonial
officials anticipated in Lisbon, in Lourengo Marques, or in the boardroom of the
Mozambique Company. Indeed, the economic and social impact of these laws
in the lives of African populations differed from region to region, according to
elements such as settler presence, the dimension of land concessions, labour
demand, economic interests, the availability of transport infrastructure, popu-
lation density, and ecological conditions. Some regions would not experience

44 COLONIAL LAND LEGACIES IN THE PORTUGUESE-SPEAKING WORLD



significant dispossession until the 1950s, when Portugal invested in earnest in
white settlement in Mozambique. In other areas, as will be shown below, in-
creasing competition over land between Africans and the new landowners, and
between their different agricultural practices, interests, and expectations, can be
documented as early as the 1900s.

In response to these tensions over land and fearing the loss of a pool of read-
ily available rural labourers and decreasing tax revenue, colonial thinkers and
officials, in both Portugal and in Mozambique, called for further “protection”
measures, or rights of occupancy, to be extended to African populations. Colonial
officials were slowly realizing the difficulty of reaching the delicate balance be-
tween promoting economic expansion and maintaining a steady labour force.
The “native reserve” (reserva indigena), ubiquitous in southern and southeastern
Africa in this period, was one of the instruments used by colonial governments
to address these concerns, but also to alleviate mounting rural disputes and to
encourage Africans to settle.” Though with specific histories and consequences
in South Africa, Southern Rhodesia (today’s Zimbabwe), or Mozambique, to
name only three of the territories where this policy was put in place, reserves
were generally aimed at dividing space between settler and African populations,
at the symbolic and economic levels. This not only strongly affected the latter’s
lives under colonial rule but would in some cases have lasting consequences in
post-independence African states. Why colonial officials resorted to reserves and
how they justified their existence, as well as the day-to-day reality inside the re-
serves and their role in the economic and social lives of African populations,
varied even within territories and across time, depending on different factors.!

In the case of Mozambique, Inhambane, a province located in the southern
part of the territory, constitutes a particularly interesting case for the study of
the land question in this period, as well as the practical consequences of native
reserves and other instruments of rural ordering of space, populations, and eco-
nomic activities. Specific local ecological conditions—namely, the fact that the
region’s soils are predominantly sandy and lacking in water and that rainfall is
irregular, making it prone to periodic hunger and drought—strongly shaped
the type of occupation and uses of the land in Inhambane. Understandably, the
majority of the population and the economic activities of the province were con-
centrated in the fertile lands along the Indian Ocean coast." The majority of the
population in the province (339,501 in 1917) lived on subsistence farming and
occasionally sold coconuts, cashews, and mafurra (Trichilia emetica) in markets.
Cultivators mostly grew foodstufts like maize, manioc, sweet potato, banana
trees, and coconut trees, among other crops. Cashew and madura trees grew nat-
urally across the region.'* Migrant labour would play a key role in the history of
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the province: Thousands of men would eventually join migrant labour flows to
Natal’s sugar plantations and the Rand’s mines across the border, a movement
that Portuguese and South African authorities later turned into a profitable busi-
ness through bilateral agreements."

From the 1860s, Inhambane’s coastal areas attracted a number of settlers
and companies interested in growing sugar cane, a crop that seemed exceptional-
ly suited to local ecological conditions. But instead of growing it for actual sugar
production and perhaps turning Inhambane into a smaller Natal, they quickly
realized that better profits could be obtained from the sope business. Sope was
the local name for the alcoholic spirit made from sugar cane that was extremely
popular among African populations." Unable to resist the gradual land aliena-
tion occurring in the region, many Africans were forced by landowners to grow
sugar for sope instead of traditional foodstuffs. By the early twentieth century,
Inhambane’s coastal areas had become a point of contention between different
authorities in Mozambique and the metropole, but also the site of growing ten-
sions between settlers and African farmers, to which the latter sometimes re-
sponded by moving to avoid forced sugar cultivation.

Dismayed by the concentration on sugar cane in a region they believed could
become a centre of agricultural production and fearing that African farmers
would leave Inhambane without a labour force and stop paying their taxes, local
officials proposed the creation of native reserves in the region, a possibility that
was already included in the 1909 Land Law. Reserves, the governor of Inhambane
argued, could be used to allow African farmers to grow foodstuffs, to ensure a
stable labour force, or to keep European and African areas separated.”® As a result
of official pressure, the first reserve in the region, covering the entire district of
Zavala, with 102,575 inhabitants and the highest population density in the prov-
ince, would be created in 1911, with several others being created in the following
years.'®

The districts of Manica and Chimoio, located in central Mozambique near
the border with Southern Rhodesia, witnessed similar developments during the
same period. These districts were part of the provinces of Manica and Sofala,
an area of approximately 135,000 square kilometres placed under the rule of
the Mozambique Company between 1892 and 1942. Formed mostly with for-
eign capital, this chartered company had a corporate structure with headquar-
ters in Lisbon and an administrative structure in Manica and Sofala centred in
Beira, its capital. Like other chartered companies, it had obligations vis-a-vis its
shareholders and vis-a-vis the Portuguese state, but in many ways, it did not act
much differently from other colonial powers with territories under their direct
administration.”
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When it came to the land question, company officials were faced with the
same dilemmas as officials in Mozambique under direct Portuguese rule. As they
were interested in attracting white settlers and companies to Manica and Sofala,
regions like Manica were a priority. Located in the west of the territory and bor-
dering Southern Rhodesia, the district of Manica, with 10,050 square kilometres
and a budding gold mining industry, took on a central role in the company’s
initial years, concentrating an important part of the African labour demand, for
mines, infrastructure construction, and agriculture.’® Shona-speaking peoples
in the region had historically engaged in agriculture in the region’s fertile lands,
their preferred foodstuffs being millet, sorghum, and maize, but were also in-
volved in gold mining in mountainous areas.” Understandably, this centrality
of Manica was reflected in the geography of land concessions. Indeed, the com-
pany’s land policy in the first years of the twentieth century reflected the aspir-
ation to develop the western area of the territory, as the best lands—namely, in
the districts of Manica and Chimoio—were swiftly set aside for settlers, many of
them interested in growing maize for export and to supply the region’s mines.
Manica and Chimoio would quickly become centres of maize production, largely
as a result of the company’s supply of forced labour to settler farmers, but also
due to a generous land concession policy and other forms of support.?® As small
and medium-sized land grants increased in strategic areas near the railway line
connecting central Mozambique to Southern Rhodesia, so did the conflicts be-
tween white settlers and African farmers, who were responsible for significant
agricultural production in the region.”

To avoid conflicts with settlers, damages to their gardens, or simply to avoid
forced labour, in the early 1910s many African farmers escaped to other areas,
while others were evicted by landowners without any compensation. Similar to
what happened in the coastal areas of Inhambane, as a reaction to the situation
in Manica and Chimoio, in 1913 a number of company officials proposed the
demarcation of native reserves in these districts to “protect” African crops, but
also to ensure a labour supply and maintain tax revenues.” The first reserves in
Manica and Chimoio would, however, only be created in 1916.>

The districts of Zavala, in Inhambane, and Manica and Chimoio, in the
Mozambique Company’s territory, thus had a great deal in common at the be-
ginning of the twentieth century: Both regions’ best lands had attracted settlers,
in one case interested in growing sugar cane, in the other maize; landowners
depended on African labour for their production; conflicts had arisen between
settler and African farmers, and situations of abuse had been reported; and au-
thorities had come to perceive these tensions as a result of the confluence of the
labour, land, tax, and agriculture questions, to which native reserves had been
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advanced as a solution. These cases were also similar on another level. According
to available sources, even though reserves were created on paper in specific areas
of Inhambane and Manica and Chimoio, they did not have their intended results.
In Manica and Chimoio, few farmers moved to the reserves and authorities did
not force them to do so. In both Inhambane and Manica and Chimoio, some re-
serves originally included land concessions that were not vacated, while parts of
others were eventually granted to or illegally occupied by settlers, thus revealing
the porous boundaries of property divisions in these regions, the volatility of
official policies, and the ineffectiveness of the government of Mozambique and
of the company. African populations, in turn, were not always informed about
reserves or were understandably dubious about their merits, especially when they
included lands with poor soils or when they were situated in peripheral areas, far
from markets, roads, or their workplaces, as was the case in Manica. Farmers
would furthermore continue to periodically move to better agricultural lands
near riverbanks, especially in times of drought, showing that officials had also
been unable to curb one of the African farming practices to which they most
objected.

Reserves were therefore not the panacea some officials had naively hoped
they would be, nor did they contribute to a neat and stable separation between
Africans and settlers or to conflict-free rural areas. They were furthermore not
consensual in Mozambique’s colonial society. In the 1920s, official land policies
in Inhambane faced opposition, particularly from groups of European farmers,
who feared reserves would bar them from accessing the best land they felt they
were entitled to, jeopardise the supply of a steady labour force, and ultimate-
ly allow African farmers to become their competitors.”” Reserves nevertheless
continued to be created on paper, and by 1942, as map 2.2 shows, thousands of
hectares had been set aside.

In central Mozambique under company rule, until the 1940s several reserves
would also be created, in the province of Manica but especially in the Zambezi
Valley (province of Sofala), which was increasingly attracting the interest of
companies determined to expand sisal, sugar, and cotton plantations. Reserves
were furthermore created in areas where African rice, cotton, coconut, or fruit
tree production was particularly strong, activities that the company wanted
to stimulate.” Ultimately, the company’s native reserve geography followed a
specific logic: In areas of strong European settlement, like the districts of Manica
and Chimoio, reserves were mostly created in areas with poor soils and locat-
ed far from markets and roads; in the Zambezi Valley and in existing sites of
African production, reserves were normally larger in size and located in areas
with a higher African population density. In the first case, reserves solved the
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competition for the best lands in favour of settlers, barring African farmers from
competing with settler agriculture, while in the second case reserves were spaces
of inclusion of African farmers in the capitalist system, under company and large
concessionary surveillance, and were also thought of as an incentive to African
agriculture.”

The Legalization of Africans Living Inside Alienated
and Vacant Land

Though advanced as a solution to the problems that some officials perceived in
rural areas, the native reserves created since the 1910s in Mozambique were not
the only instrument of ordering of space available to administrations. Indeed,
while new reserves were put in place in the 1920s, authorities also turned their
attention to what was happening inside alienated and vacant land.

In the company’s territory, in the early 1900s officials had not legislated spe-
cifically on the possibility of African individual property because they argued
Africans could avail themselves of the general law. Some Africans had in fact
already received land titles in Sofala, and authorities would just need to protect
their rights in case landholders decided to evict them from their concessions.?
And even when tensions between Africans and European settlers emerged in
the districts of Manica and Chimoio in the early 1910s, as European farmers
often encroached on African gardens, forced African farmers to work, or evicted
them altogether, not all officials were convinced that native reserves were the
right solution, arguing that the territory had a “labour problem,” not a land one.
Convinced of the need to support European agriculture in Manica and Chimoio
by ensuring a stable and readily available labour force, some officials argued that
the company needed to encourage Africans to remain on alienated land, even
though European farmers might feel this was against their interests.”

A few years later, the situation of African farmers in alienated land had
worsened, as a report from Chimoio shows, with African chiefs complaining of
several abuses in European farms. Though difficult to quantify, the situation was
so worrying that during the banjas that were held between local colonial officials
and African chiefs, the district administrator had advised populations to move
to native reserves.”® When in the early 1920s the territory was faced with what
European farmers and many officials called a “labour crisis” and therefore could
not afford to lose more labour force, authorities felt it was finally time to act. In
the new 1924 Land Law, the company was unequivocal about the need to com-
pensate African farmers when the landowners occupied their gardens and it laid
out a procedure with official intervention to move African farmers to areas with
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sufficient acreage inside alienated land.” These measures, officials hoped, would
be sufficient to end the abuse in alienated lands.

In parallel, the 1920s witnessed the steady decline of European production
in Manica and Chimoio. For the president of the company’s board of directors,
writing in a 1923 report, the farmers were the ones to blame for this outcome,
as they had followed poor economic strategies, especially by concentrating al-
most exclusively on maize, a crop whose price was volatile in international mar-
kets.?? For the director of the recently created Native Affairs Division, Anténio
Serpa, the solution for the decline of European agriculture and for what he saw
as the “problem of the productivity” of the region was two-pronged: investing in
African agriculture, a strategy he had been defending for a few years, as well as
in companies, rather than in small and medium individual European settlers.
Investing in African agriculture and companies, Serpa claimed, was cheaper and
more effective than continuing to support settler farms—namely, in Manica and
Chimoio—since European settlers required considerable company financial sup-
port, and African farmers tended to move from areas of European settlement to
avoid encroachment on their lands.*” To encourage Africans to produce more, ac-
cess to individual property would be essential, Serpa argued. Without it Africans
would neither settle permanently nor fully dedicate themselves to agriculture.*
Since, in the context of international criticism against Portuguese labour poli-
cies, the company felt it was important to show it was acting to improve labour
practices in its territory, these changes were explicitly envisaged not only as a
way of boosting the economy, but also as a way of promoting the well-being of
African populations and “civilizational progress.”*

One of the ways of increasing African productivity discussed in this per-
iod was improving the conditions for African farmers living inside alienated
land, a concern that was not exclusive to the Mozambique Company. Indeed, in
Mozambique under direct Portuguese rule, Africans could since the 1918 Land
Law receive occupation titles when living in vacant land under specific circum-
stances.* The 1918 bill also entrusted the Native Affairs and Survey Departments
with overseeing compensation and eviction procedures in alienated land, on
which African “squatters” had to be consulted before a decision was to be taken.
Local administrators were, moreover, urged to defend “natives” against any “at-
tacks” on their occupancy rights.”” But when Africans were indeed evicted, they
would only be given lands with similar conditions inside reserves, or alternative-
ly they could occupy new vacant lands and eventually request an occupancy title.
Otbher tailor-made solutions could also be reached, as in the dispute that opposed
a Portuguese owner and African tenants in Maxixe, Inhambane. The latter had
traditionally benefited from a number of trees in the area that later had been
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included in a land concession. When the owner tried to bar tenants from picking
cashew from the trees to profit from the increasing price of copra and cashew
nuts, African tenants complained to authorities. An agreement was eventually
reached between the owner and the African farmers, with the latter agreeing to
pay two cans of cashew nuts annually in order to remain on the property.*

As conflicts in alienated land continued, in 1927 a commission was nomin-
ated by the government of Mozambique to draft the rules on the amount of land
to be demarcated for squatters inside concessions. Two categories of land were
defined, and two corresponding areas for squatters generally recommended:
“poor” soils, where tracts for Africans should be of five hectares per hut, and
“rich” soils, where two hectares per hut would be sufficient.* To further contrib-
ute to the “protection” of African squatters and prevent abuses, in the late 1930s
additional legislation was enacted. By demanding that tenancy be made official
in a contract approved by local authorities, where squatters agreed to pay land-
lords in cash, wage work, or in kind, they were in effect transformed into tenant
labourers or sharecroppers.*’

In the Mozambique Company’s territory, the Great Depression had brought
new opportunities for African farmers, who had been growing their crops on va-
cant or alienated land newly abandoned by impoverished European landowners.
To stimulate this emerging sector, company authorities decided to officially
designate the most dynamic ones as “African farmers,” a suggestion previously
made in Portuguese and international fora by experts and colonial officers.*! This
formal recognition, benefiting, for instance, farmers who were growing maize
in the district of Manica—once the stronghold of European agriculture—using
imported implements and even animal traction, was made through incentives
such as an exemption of forced labour to those who had yields of up to thirty bags
of maize.*? Officials nevertheless acknowledged that these measures had to be
limited to avoid competition with settlers, since the company wanted to continue
to encourage European agriculture.’

Research about the regions of Manica and Sofala where Africans benefit-
ed from this formal recognition as “African farmers” shows that it contributed
to social differentiation and an improvement of living conditions, but also that
this differentiation confirmed pre-existing hierarchies present in local societies.
Furthermore, it shows that these farmers where not completely shielded from
disputes with European settlers, who feared their competition in the agricultural
sector.**

52 COLONIAL LAND LEGACIES IN THE PORTUGUESE-SPEAKING WORLD



The Separation of Plots for Individual Smallholders
inside Native Reserves

As discussed above, even though reserves were originally created to “protect”
African farmers and their livelihoods, the reality on the ground was often very
different. Sources from mid-1920s Inhambane show how easily areas inside re-
serves that were actually being used by African farmers were alienated to set-
tlers, or how Africans were forced by settlers to pay to stay and use land that
had supposedly been set aside for them freely.** This situation was probably a
result of factors such as authorities’ unwillingness to intervene more strongly in
the agrarian relations that were forming in rural areas, in spite of the injustice
to African farmers; the continuing will to alienate land to settlers; the lack of a
cadastral survey and of clear demarcations between alienated land and reserves;
and the limited presence of officials in the districts.

But unlike in the districts of Manica and Chimoio under company rule,
where most Africans refused to move to reserves because of their poor qual-
ity and location, and therefore probably did not perceive reserves as a way of
improving their situation, in Inhambane there is some indication that farmers
actually valued local reserves. In fact, Africans were actually the ones proposing
the demarcation of individual tracts of land inside reserves: In 1926, for instance,
a group of local African chiefs presented a written plea to authorities regarding
what they viewed as “the land shortage problem” in the province and asked for
individual plots to be assigned to them inside reserves.*® This proposal was re-
jected in early 1927.

The reason put forth by Augusto Cabral, the director of the Native Affairs
Department and a fervent supporter of the reserves, for rejecting their plea was
that setting aside plots inside the reserves would violate the principle that under-
pinned their very creation. He also feared it would lead to the same “dangers” for
the rest of Africans living in them identified inside European estates: differenti-
ation and the establishment of servile relations.”” For Cabral, the author of eth-
nographies of Inhambane and of Mozambique more generally, reserves should
ideally be areas where populations would live according to local custom, where
Africans would enjoy the land communally, and not individually, as Europeans
did.*® Interestingly, even though Augusto Cabral took this decision in 1925, he
apparently was not familiar with the new land law applicable to the territory
under the rule of the Mozambique Company, and specifically with its provisions
on titling inside the reserves.*’

How did the company come to approve these provisions? Sources show how
this outcome was informed by the practice of land concessions in Manica and
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Sofalaand the “problems” that officials perceived. Following a surge in requests for
individual land titles under the 1924 Land Law by African farmers, the Cadastral
Department had been faced with their inability to afford demarcation fees. To
avoid these costs while at the same time satisfying the requests made by these
farmers, authorities decided to allow land titling for Africans inside reserves,
where in their view demarcation was not necessary.*® According to the provisions
in the 1924 Land Law, these farmers could eventually become actual owners of
the plots after twenty years of permanent occupation. Furthermore, similarly to
the rules that applied outside reserves, a plot inside a reserve would be considered
vacant and therefore susceptible of being titled if it had not been cultivated or if
its occupiers had been absent for twenty-four months consecutively.”

The first individual plots inside reserves would be titled in 1931 in Sofala, af-
ter authorities confirmed that the farmers making the requests had already been
tilling the land for a considerable period of time.* By 1932, as requests for similar
titles increased and several doubts arose, the company’s administrative advisory
board issued an opinion on the size of the plots to be set aside inside reserves. It
recommended one hectare of land per farmer and additionally half a hectare per
child over fourteen or per wife for polygamous farmers, up to a total maximum
of fifteen hectares.”

In the same year, in the meantime, José Ferreira Bossa, the acting governor
of Manica and Sofala, issued his “Instructions for the Development of Native
Agriculture.” The 1932 legislation based on these instructions aimed at stimu-
lating African agriculture through the organization of “native property” was
partly a response to the shortcomings of the 1924 Land Law when it came to
defining plots inside native reserves.”* While continuing to encourage Africans
to settle in reserves through individual property titles, without which Bossa
felt Africans would be limited to their “ancestral practices” and nomadism, it
adopted measures aimed at “modernizing” and “rationalizing” agricultural and
economic practices, in line with international debates on this topic and plans put
in place elsewhere in southern Africa.”® But since this plan had to be compatible
with the “labour crisis” and the “rhythm of the national interest,” unsurprisingly
not all reserves would be included so as to avoid creating direct competition to
European agriculture, then facing a steady decline.’® The districts of Manica and
Chimoio, as well as other centres of “European colonization,” would be excluded
from this plan. The technical support given to Africans inside the reserves would
also be more limited than in European areas, with seeds and implements being
lent, rather than freely distributed. And the trade-off for the fact that farmers
would have the ability to grow the crop of their choice was the stronger presence
of extension services in the company’s reserves, and therefore of vigilance on
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their activities, as well as the limits to the areas they could have under cultivation
and the fact that a correctional sentence would be the consequence of the aban-
donment of the plots distributed.

The Nhangau Colonato and the Parcelling and
Distribution of Land to African Smallholders on
Vacant Land

A third type of configuration advanced in this period to stimulate African agri-
culture was the colonato, or model settlement. Available evidence shows that
between the 1920s and the early 1940s only one settlement of this type was cre-
ated in Mozambique, in the Mozambique Company’s territory. In the 1950s and
’60s, however, as settlement and villagization schemes gained popularity across
colonial Africa as social engineering tools, becoming part and parcel of late
colonialism’s “development” apparatus (see deGrassi’s chapter in this volume),
Mozambique would also come to know several comparable settlements created
for different purposes.*’

Perhaps influenced by a similar idea suggested by a former governor, or by the
discussions on African agriculture taking place across Africa and in European
metropoles, Abel de Sousa Moutinho, the district administrator of Beira in
the early 1930s, was the Portuguese official behind the colonato created in the
Mozambique Company’s territory.*® In December 1933 he sent a draft project on
aldeias indigenas, or native villages, to the governor of the territory, hoping they
would be created in different parts of Manica and Sofala. But even before that, in
June 1932, he had decided to visit the prospective site of the first model settlement
near Beira, the capital of the territory, alongside the director of the Department
of Agriculture, Lereno Antunes Barradas. Since much of the land in the vicinity
had already been alienated, he chose the forest of Nhangau, an area with several
hamlets of a sizeable density where African farmers mostly cultivated rice.”

Having finally received government ascent for this unique project, con-
struction work started in the area shortly thereafter. In early October 1935, the
first group of Africans started settling in the areas allocated to them inside the
Nhangau settlement. With 80 hectares, 51 houses built according to a style of
“transition to the European civilization,” and 174 inhabitants chosen by the local
chief, Moutinho hoped Nhangau would help promote a “segregation of interests,”
whereby African production would be stimulated but without competing with
European agriculture.® The model settlement would also work as a “centre of
civilizational dissemination.”' The aims of the colonato of Nhangau were thus
productive, in that Moutinho hoped to transform African farming systems, as
much as social and political ones. But like the reserves or the tracts of land set
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aside in alienated land analyzed in this chapter, the settlement was not meant to
jeopardize the settler sector.

Because of the nature of this specific model settlement—under which each
family would receive a plot of land that would have to be cultivated for a specified
number of hours each day, while the children would take care of the livestock,
with company officials and experts providing technical supervision and assist-
ance—this configuration of African land access had a clear paternalist dimen-
sion. But it also had a coercive dimension that was not present in the other instru-
ments of rural ordering analyzed in this chapter.®” Nhangau was clearly planned
as a social engineering tool, where African farmers would be taught “modern”
farming techniques and grow the crops authorities directed them to.

Given that populations in the region had been known to escape their fiscal
and labour duties when necessary, while also taking advantage of opportunities to
improve their livelihoods by remaining on alienated land, it would be difficult to
anticipate what the outcome of an experiment like Nhangau could be. By 1940, in
a paper analyzing the first years of the model settlement, Moutinho thought that
ithad been a success. Those that argued Africans should be left to their traditions
had been proven wrong, he added.® He also believed that as many as twenty-
two families were ready for their “emancipation” and could become individual
landholders of plots of at least four hectares. After three years they would receive
a temporary title, and after seventeen they would become full landowners.** The
use of the word “emancipation” is particularly interesting in this case: From what
would those families be emancipating themselves? African “traditions”? On the
conditions they were experiencing inside the model settlement, Moutinho made
no mention, choosing to simply celebrate the socio-economic differentiation that
seemed to be taking place in Nhangau.

Despite his optimism, Moutinho’s pet project would come to an end short-
ly thereafter. With the termination of the Mozambique Company’s charter, in
1942 the territory of Manica and Sofala came under direct Portuguese rule, and a
number of the new officials working in the region considered Nhangau a failure.*
In 1949, what was left of the settlement was turned into an asylum for beggars liv-
ing on the streets of Beira. A prison, where many Africans would be incarcerated
over the years, would later be built in its vicinity. As an investigation carried out
in the region has shown, the Nhangau settlement had been built by correctional
workers, and the families chosen to live in it had remained there against their
will.*¢ This coercive dimension probably helps to explain the failure of Nhangau.
In other model settlement schemes in colonial Africa, native smallholders man-
aged to negotiate with officials and experts and even influence the agricultural
practices being promoted.®’” The evidence thus far shows that this was not the case
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at Nhangau. But another partial explanation for the failure of Nhangau, which
needs to be further explored, could lie in the opposition of the company’s own
director of the Native Affairs Department to the settlement, as he explicitly op-
posed the social model proposed by Moutinho.**

In spite of this short-lived experience, the idea of villagization and agricul-
tural schemes for African smallholders would continue to gain ground in the fol-
lowing years, attracting officials with ambitious economic plans and motivated
experts from different areas.® And the perception in official circles in Portugal
was actually relatively favourable to Nhangau, which would be discussed in com-
ing projects in the 1940s aimed at promoting the “social and economic organiza-
tion of native populations” as an example of the move toward fixed agriculture.”

Final Notes

During the period analyzed in this chapter, officials in both Mozambique under
direct Portuguese rule and in the Mozambique Company’s territory seemed to be
constantly trying to adjust to the agrarian reality that they had helped create in
Mozambican colonial society through a system that institutionalized “racialized
difference” in terms of access to land and dispossessed Africans. The tensions
between the divergent goals discussed in the chapter’s introduction were always
present, with different agents with unequal power, from governors to district
officers, to European farmers, to African chiefs, defending varied interests and
placing an emphasis on the land question or on the labour one. Land and labour
were, however, inextricably linked.

The configurations of African land access discussed here were the result of
multiple negotiations, did not receive unanimous support, and were not particu-
larly “successful,” not even by colonial administrators’ standards, perhaps be-
cause the contradictions between a steady supply of African labour to European
farms and the creation of a class of African yeoman farmers in areas of compe-
tition for land could not be solved; because the clash between different farming
practices in alienated land, a site of unequal power relations, was inevitable; or
because African farmers resisted becoming tenant labourers, sharecroppers, re-
serve dwellers, or model settlement residents in unfair conditions and fought to
maintain their autonomy. There was also a great deal of experimentalism and
paternalism, certainly in the case of Nhangau, where the use of coercive methods
is still engrained in the memories of the populations in the region today.

If the 1920s signalled an increasing concern on the part of the state and the
company with the regulation of agrarian relations inside and across boundaries,
which as we saw were porous, the crisis caused by the Great Depression and the
further decline of the settler economy would lead authorities to turn even more
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to the question of African production in the 1940s, a context in which arguments
in favour of African access to individual property, with different goals, gained
ground. The labour question would nevertheless always be present, as would
that of the competition between African and European farmers. The “nomad-
ic habits” of Africans were also increasingly seen as a “problem” for some, or a
“backward tradition” for others, incompatible with a territory that had built a
network of boundaries and acceptable behaviours. In this context, local land cus-
tom and “traditional” agricultural practices were increasingly seen as obstacles
to economic growth.” And even though native reserves would still be considered
necessary in the 1930s and 40s, officials aimed to make them more effective
through technical intervention, while other solutions outside reserves were also
proposed, combining incentives and coercion.”
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