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Abstract 

Taking an economic perspective, this article uses a case study approach to identify obstacles 

for development and poverty alleviation in post-war rural northern Mozambique. Building on 

in-depth interviews with households in two rural communities, the article explores the role of 

social capital in post-war rural livelihoods. The analysis focuses on trust, the quality of 

relationships between community members, and access to income opportunities as indicators 

of social capital. Earlier research on post-conflict development is complemented in two ways. 

First, few studies highlight the importance of social capital for post-war economic 

reconstruction. The present study reveals that social capital in the two field sites has been 

shattered as a consequence of the conflict, which diminishes positive externalities from 

development. The study thus contributes micro-level evidence to the argument that low trust 

societies may fall into a development trap. Second, while much of the conflict literature 

focuses on the immediate post-conflict period, a medium-term perspective on post-war 

reconstruction is applied here. This time horizon allows us to identify economic winners and 

losers of post-war reconstruction, which provides insights into the sustainability of peace. 
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1 Introduction 

This article employs a case study approach to identify obstacles for development in post-war 

rural northern Mozambique. The low-intensity civil war, lasting from 1976 to 1992, caused 

major displacement and the deaths of about one million individuals (Hanlon 1996). Moreover, 

it destroyed much of the public infrastructure and the physical asset endowments of 

households. At the end of the war, GDP per capita was below its pre-independence level 

(Brück 2001: 59). While macro-economic indicators have improved in the post-war period, 

poverty remains high, particularly in rural areas, and inequality across households was 

increasing between 1995 and 2005 (for instance, Boughton et al. 2006; Cunguara and Hanlon 

2010; Mather et al. 2008). 

Building on in-depth interviews with households in two rural communities and formal 

interviews with local authorities and experts, the role of social capital in rural livelihoods is 

explored. Trust, relations between community members, and access to income opportunities 

are used as indicators of social capital. While several topics touched upon in this study are 

researched in more detail elsewhere—for example, sorcery, inequality across households, and 

agricultural productivity—this is mostly conducted within the boundaries of specific 

disciplines. In contrast, this article analyzes these topics in a post-war context and points out 

how low levels of social capital endowments prevent rural households from making economic 

progress.  

This study complements earlier research on post-conflict development in two ways. First, few 

studies explore the role of social capital in post-war reconstruction beyond issues of 

reconciliation. For example, Colletta and Cullen (2000) document how exclusionary social 

ties among the Hutu fuelled violence during the Rwandan genocide. From an institutions 

perspective, Bates and Yackovlev (2002) explore the ambiguous role of ethnicity in Sub-

Saharan Africa that facilitates the flow of resources within a group but can also trigger 

conflict. Hence, there is a knowledge gap on the opportunities and limitations of social capital 

in the post-war economic recovery of households. Consequently, understanding the 

characteristics of social coherence in fragile post-war contexts has important implications for 

policies. Second, research on war and reconstruction largely focuses on topics emerging in the 

immediate post-war period, such as demobilization of former combatants, assessing the 
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damages caused by war, and prioritizing sectors for reconstruction policies.
1
 Yet, 44 percent 

of war-affected countries relapse into violent conflict within five years of the last ceasefire 

(Collier et al. 2003: 83). Hence, the medium-term time horizon after violent conflicts end—

which is applied here—is essential for achieving sustainable peace and economic recovery. 

Fieldwork in Mozambique was conducted in 2008, 16 years after the civil war ended. This 

time horizon allows us to identify winners and losers of economic reconstruction, which in 

turn gives insights into the sustainability of peace.  

The next section presents a framework that provides the conceptual foundation for the 

empirical analysis, outlining the linkages between social capital and development. Fieldwork 

methods and limitations of the collected data are discussed in Section 3. The following 

section briefly reviews the impact of the civil war on northern Mozambique and introduces 

the two field sites. The empirical results are presented in Section 5. The last section concludes 

and provides three policy recommendations.  

2 Conceptual framework 

Social capital, the ‘features of social organization such as networks, norms, and social trust 

that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit’ (Putnam 1995: 67), is shown 

to be an important prerequisite for development. Collier (2002: 26-30) outlines three types of 

positive externalities that social capital may create. First, knowledge is transmitted through 

exchanging and pooling information in social interactions and through copying the observed 

behaviour of better informed persons. Second, information on the trustworthiness and 

reliability of agents is gathered. This contributes to building trust and reduces transaction 

costs. Third, it enhances collective action. Still, externalities are not necessarily positive, as 

criminal gangs also offer positive externalities for its members, while being malevolent to 

society at large.  

Empirical cross-country studies show that high endowments of social capital, measured by 

levels of trust and civic cooperation, lead to greater economic growth (Knack and Keefer 

1997). Societies characterized by high levels of trust have significantly higher investment 

                                                 

1
 For instance, Addison and Brück (2008), Arnson and Zartman (2005), Ballentine and Sherman (2003), Berdal 

and Malone (2000), Collier (1999), Human Security Center (2005), Macrae and Zwi (1994), Poast (2006), 

Stewart and FitzGerald (2001), Stewart (2008), and UNDP (2008). 
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rates, while low trust societies—typically characterized by high socio-economic and ethnic 

heterogeneity—may be trapped in poverty (Zak and Knack 2001). Moreover, social capital 

stimulates innovation through more trustful relationships between researchers and capital 

providers, which increases output (Akcomak and ter Weel 2009). These positive linkages 

between social capital and development are confirmed by studies of developing countries 

(Grootaert and van Bastelaer 2002b).  

While the importance of social capital is commonly recognized, there are a multitude of 

approaches operationalising the concept that vary across disciplines, between theoretical and 

empirical studies, and with the unit of analysis used. In the latter, three main dimensions are 

distinguished (Grootaert and van Bastelaer 2002a): first, micro-level studies in which the 

household benefits from positive externalities; second, meso interpretations focusing on 

vertical structures of hierarchy and power within firms and organizations; and third, macro 

approaches following an institutions perspective to explore how processes shape norms.  

This article analyzes the micro-level implications of social capital, drawing on the asset 

vulnerability framework developed by Moser (1998). On the one hand, focusing on the 

characteristics and use of a household’s asset base provides insights into a household’s 

vulnerability and resilience in a crisis. It also allows us to assess how a household can take 

advantage of emerging opportunities.  

Of the five groups of assets in Moser’s (1998) original framework—labour, human capital, 

productive assets, intra-household relations, and social capital—the following analysis mostly 

draws on social capital, understood as relations of reciprocity within a community. While the 

unit of analysis is the household, the aggregate of kinship ties, exchange, and cooperation 

between households in a given community are assumed to accumulate into an intangible stock 

of social capital. Thus, while the ties to other community members maintained by one 

particular household are expected to have an immediate impact on that household’s well-

being, there may be additional spill-over effects that benefit all community members. The 

quality of this stock of social capital, in turn, determines whether a given community has a 

favourable environment, differentiating ‘communities where poor people prosper’ (Narayan et 

al. 2009) from those where households are isolated from each other. The present empirical 

analysis uses three indicators of social capital: trust in community members and institutions, 

the prevalence and quality of networks between households, and access to income 

opportunities.  
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According to Moser (1998), social capital is particularly relevant in urban areas, which are 

often characterized by greater economic heterogeneity and social exclusion compared to rural 

areas, where a moral economy based on reciprocity shapes the relations between farming 

households (Sahlins 1974; Scott 1976; Wolf 1966). Still, due to the legacy of the civil war, 

the two field sites in rural Mozambique differ from the typical poor rural economy in many 

regards. Large population movements into and within rural areas began in the early post-war 

period. In addition, demobilization, re-negotiation of the local power hierarchy, and state-

building are important processes. In this post-war context, social relations often must be built 

from scratch.  

3 Fieldwork methods 

Empirical fieldwork was conducted in two rural communities of Nampula Province in 

northern Mozambique during April and May 2008. Various qualitative methods of data 

collection were combined. Extensive narrative interviews (Girtler 2001) were conducted with 

seven and eight households in the two communities, respectively; five of these households are 

woman-headed. Using an interview guideline, topics discussed included the demographic 

characteristics of household members; the life history of the head; income-earning activities; 

poverty and well being; social networks; and risk management strategies. The local 

authorities in each community introduced me to the first interviewee. Further interview 

partners were identified through snowballing. Overall, the sample of households broadly 

represents the spectrum of household types present in each community, including female-

headed, migrant, elderly, and land-rich households. A research assistant, a graduate student at 

the Pedagogical University of Nampula, provided interpretation from Makua into English. 

Most household responses were recorded during the interviews; the analysis of statements 

made by interviewees forms the core of the empirical analysis.  

Interviews were either conducted with the head of household or his wife, if there was one, 

while other household members—and often relatives and friends—joined the interview out of 

curiosity in many cases. This often resulted in a lively discussion, in which my interview 

partner replied to my questions and other people elaborated on the context or commented on 

whether or not the case of the interviewed household was typical for the community. Clearly, 

there was a trade-off between privacy to discuss sensitive issues surrounding income and trust 

with gaining an understanding of how an opinion or household characteristics were 
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represented within the community. Nevertheless, this group-like approach in approximately 

half of the interviews helps compensate for the limited sample size.  

Furthermore, structured interviews, some of them in the form of group discussions, were 

conducted with local authorities, including lineage and ceremonial chiefs, ‘traditional’ 

healers, secretaries of the former war parties RENAMO (Mozambique National Resistance) 

and FRELIMO (Front for the Liberation of Mozambique), staff of the district administration, 

and district police commanders. In addition, interviews were held with staff in the provincial 

office of the Ministry of Agriculture and non-governmental organizations in Nampula City 

and Maputo. Topics discussed included techniques and potentials of smallholder farming, 

demobilization, landmines, land tenure, and community development.  

One ethical concern arising during fieldwork is closely related to the key finding regarding 

low levels of trust. Given the limited timeline of the field study, I was only able to conduct 

interviews with a small number of households in each community. The choice of interviewees 

fuelled rumours about my presence and speculations about potential benefits that my 

interview partners would receive—which, save for a small gift and their photograph on the 

last day of my visit, there were none. Several times, people insisting upon being interviewed 

approached me in an offensive manner. Two of my respondents reported being treated with 

suspicion by other community members as a result of the interview, but still chose to continue 

the interviews on the following days. In order to curtail potential repercussions of my study 

on the field communities as much as possible, I spent a large amount of time presenting the 

purpose of my study, the methods used, and criteria for choosing sample households to 

community members and leaders.  

The qualitative approach applied is tailored to exploring the role of soft factors in household 

livelihoods. It gives interviewees an opportunity to elaborate on a question and give 

illustrative examples that capture features in a more nuanced way than surveys with a stylized 

list of questions and pre-coded answers. Information recorded from open-end interviews can 

be used to interpret the reasons for choosing a certain strategy from the household’s 

perspective, considering what alternative options were available. Moreover, the techniques 

applied make it possible to position households in terms of their relative standing within the 

village, taking into account not only the quantity but also the quality of their networks.  
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However, there are also limitations inherent in the approach chosen. Given the limited sample 

size, results are not representative in a statistical sense but are likely to be indicators of 

general trends in northern rural Mozambique. When available, studies conducted in other 

parts of Mozambique are also drawn upon and contrasted with the findings of this study in 

order to place the results in the broader context. One weakness of the data collected—in fact, 

of most empirical studies on conflict—is the lack of comparable pre-conflict data that would 

allow for an objective comparison of pre-war and post-war conditions. In general, individuals 

tend to overestimate quality of life in the past in their subjective memories. Yet, it has been 

shown that recall methods using clearly defined periods yield considerably accurate results 

(Krishna 2006). This is even more so when circumstances around salient events in people’s 

life are recorded (Groves 1989), such as the civil war.  

4 Case study setting 

In Mozambique, the period of violent conflict began with armed struggle for independence in 

the mid-1960s. When Mozambique gained its independence from Portugal in 1975, it was 

among the poorest nations in the world at that time (Chingono 2001). The independent 

government, led by the former liberation movement FRELIMO, adopted a socialist path to 

development. Neighbouring South Africa and Rhodesia, both white minority regimes at the 

time, feared that FRELIMO would support other black liberation movements in their own 

countries. While both countries conducted military attacks on civil and military institutions in 

Mozambique, both modified the involvement in Mozambique’s affairs by the end of the 

1970s and supported the formation of a rebel organization in Mozambique, RENAMO. In the 

course of the conflict, RENAMO became increasingly independent from its former supporters 

and engaged in a war economy, aiming at pillaging and looting the rural population (Vines 

1996; Wilson 1992). This caused major population displacement away from rural areas, 

where most actions of warfare took place. Since neither FRELIMO nor RENAMO had a 

reasonable chance of winning the war by military means, both conflict parties began peace 

negotiations in 1989, which led to the 1992 signing of the General Peace Accord in Rome 

(Synge 1997). 

Support for the warring fractions was not easily determined by region, ethnicity, class or 

wealth. Rather, it was influenced by local dynamics, also termed a ‘fragmented war’ 

(Lubkemann 2005). In northern Mozambique, where both field sites are located, support for 
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either the FRELIMO government or the RENAMO guerrilla was mainly defined along ethnic 

lines. The largest ethnic group in the region, the Makua people, suffered more from 

oppression by the colonial state than other local groups, which continued after independence 

(Geffray 1990). Mistrust against the state is often regarded as the key reason for the support 

for RENAMO among many Makua people. To them, opposing FRELIMO was a way to 

preserve their autonomy from the state (Lubkemann 2005). In addition, RENAMO was able 

to channel the frustrations of impoverished youth without prospects, farmers who were 

forcibly moved into communal villages by the FRELIMO government, and people who found 

themselves at the lower end of the new power hierarchy within Makua society (Geffray and 

Pederson 1988). The civil war spread to northern parts of Mozambique relatively late, with 

major war action taking place there after 1983 (Pitcher 1998). Overall, the north did not suffer 

as much from war-related destruction as did the central regions of Mozambique (Synge 1997). 

Still, many farmers fled their farmland due to insecurity and sought protection in Nampula 

City, the capital of Nampula Province, which grew considerably during the war. At the end of 

the war, RENAMO had an estimated 30 percent of the territory of Nampula Province under 

its control (Hanlon 1996: 20f.). 

The two fieldwork sites were chosen to be comparable in key characteristics. Both 

communities host about 300 households, with Makua people representing the largest ethnic 

group. Both communities are densely populated, which sets them apart from the average very 

low population density in northern Mozambique. They were both founded long before 

independence, but were very much shaped by war-related population migrations. An 

estimated 30 percent of households are migrants who settled down during or after the war. A 

first wave of migration occurred during the war when families living in remote homesteads 

moved to larger rural communities for security concerns. A second wave of migrant 

households settled down after the war, in search of new economic opportunities. While the 

common language spoken is still Makua, not all migrants originally came from the area or 

even from Nampula Province. A larger proportion of migrants, compared to natives, are 

trained in non-farm occupations. The two communities are also alike in terms of 

infrastructure: Both have a small permanent market and a larger weekly market and are 

located along a tarmac road about 25 and 40 kilometres, respectively, from Nampula City. 

However, the second community was exposed to the Cassava Brown Streak Disease (CBSD), 

a severe crop disease that significantly reduces harvests of cassava, the most important local 

food crop (Mather, et al. 2008: 33). 
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The Makua people originally had decentralized chieftainship structures. The Portuguese 

superimposed another layer of political institutions as intermediaries between the colonial 

state and rural communities, largely responsibly for recruiting labour and collecting taxes for 

the colonial regime (Bowen 1992; Pitcher 1998). After independence, FRELIMO also 

established party secretaries in rural communities in an attempt to modernize society. In the 

aftermath of the war, both field communities had a variety of local authorities, including both 

FRELIMO and RENAMO party secretaries, land chiefs, lineage chiefs, ceremonial chiefs 

(who is female in one of the communities), and ‘traditional’ healers. Makua society has a 

matrilineal kinship system (Arnfred 2001), according to which property, including land, is 

inherited through the female line. 

5 Social capital and development 

5.1 Trust 

Asked what posed the greatest threat to household income in the post-war period, all but one 

of the sample households mentioned theft. Households reported having lost small livestock, 

food stocks, tools, clothes, and money as well as prestigious household items, such as bicycles 

and radios. While the value of stolen items seldom exceeds the equivalent of 150 USD, it is 

often a considerable loss relative to household income. Theft of crops from the fields is 

common and causes particular grievances as it is considered as an attempt on the household’s 

means of survival, as one respondent reported: 

‘There have always been thieves in the past, but they stole from shops, not from 

farmers. During the war, the situation became worse. When people fled their homes 

and returned home, they often did not find their animals and goods. After the war, 

the problem of thieves remained’ (respondent 13).  

Another farmer put it: ‘My plot with cashew trees is far away from my house. People steal the 

nuts from the trees before I can harvest them’ (resp. 16). Still, there is consensus on 

distinguishing between two types of theft. On the one hand, a considerable proportion of 

households face food insecurity between January and March, the months before the first 

harvest of groundnuts and cassava, when market prices of foods reach their maximum and 

many households are running out of stocks from last year’s harvest. Small-scale theft of staple 

foods, such as cassava, is considered to be caused by hunger and generally tolerated by 

respondents. On the other hand, there is popular outrage against the large-scale thievery of 
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crops from the fields, particularly cash crops such as cashew nuts and fruits that are an 

important source of cash income.  

Respondents agreed that poor households are the most vulnerable to theft. Their houses often 

lack solid doors to protect their property. Also, households that are poor by local standards 

own distant plots and typically have fewer household members to watch their house during 

agricultural activities on the fields. Also, ‘poor households have little resources to bring 

thieves to the police’ (group discussion 1). Then again, theft is considered to be one factor 

contributing to income poverty. ‘Everybody is responsible for his own achievements. But 

theft also makes a difference. It is like a lottery, but the opposite’ (group disc. 1). Another 

respondent argued that it is less the actual losses occurring to farmers but more the perceived 

threat of theft that decreases the incentives of farmers to invest and has an impact on 

livelihood strategies. ‘We are cultivating for the thieves’ (resp. 6) is a frequent complaint. 

Some households reported giving up raising goats and chicken out of fear of theft, while 

others ceased cultivating distant plots, which could not be guarded against thieves. Other 

households now avoid storing cash crops for a number of months until market prices rise, 

preferring instead to sell their crops immediately after harvesting. Several farmers reported 

selling their harvest of cashew nuts to agro-dealers at 8 MZN (0.32 USD) per kilogram who 

then store the nuts for two months and sell them to the local cashew nut factory at 15 MZN 

(0.6 USD) per kilogram. Hence, risk avoidance comes at a considerable cost in terms of 

foregone profit. However, even in the absence of theft, storing harvests is not an option for 

very poor households: 

‘I know very well that prices are down in the harvest period, but I need the cash so 

urgently that I cannot afford to store the harvest longer to wait until prices are better. 

I can only afford to buy clothes once a year, after harvest’ (resp. 10). 

Rumours as to the identity of thieves often point toward the increasing number of community 

members who no longer earn a livelihood from agriculture, but merely live from small-scale 

trade along the main road to the provincial capital. As one elderly female respondent 

expressed it: 

‘The young men misbehave. They do what they want and have a lack of respect. 

They refuse to clear new fields and prefer to steal from the fields of others. The 

young men trying to live from small-scale trade along the highway are not respected 

in the community, as their income is not earned in a respectful and fair way’ (resp. 

14). 
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Another farmer put it this way: 

‘Young people steal because agriculture is lots of hard work that makes farmers thin. 

Also, farmers have to be patient and wait for their harvest. This is unattractive for 

young people who want to solve problems the very same day’ (resp. 5). 

These statements raise several issues. First, farmers suspect petty traders of using unfair 

practices. A commonly held allegation brought to the attention of the local administration and 

the police was the traders’ suspected use of manipulated balances of payment. While both 

communities had long-standing experience with shopkeepers and agro-dealers of Indian and 

Makua ethnicity before the civil war, the farmers’ anger particularly referred to community 

members who had recently established themselves in petty trade. They were accused of 

‘making profit on the back of the farmers’ (resp. 14). Second, related to that, cultivating, at 

least in addition to some other income-earning activity, is considered to be an appropriate way 

of earning a livelihood that Makua people have pursued for generations. A reluctance to carry 

out any agricultural activity at all is regarded by many as a breach of culture and tradition. 

Third, the conflict between farmers and petty traders also represents a generational divide. 

‘Older people are not respected today and young people don’t care any longer’ (resp. 13) was 

a common statement among the elderly. The perceived erosion of authority of the elderly and 

Makua culture in general seemed to be one aspect of the generational divide, while the 

economic independence of young men is another, as indicated by the following statement: 

‘There is a large age gap between the cashew nut buyers and sellers in the local 

market. Farmers are middle-aged to old and head of families. Cashew nut traders are 

young. They store the nuts and sell them to agro-dealers at much higher prices. They 

have much more cash available than farmers’ (resp. 11).  

However, this does not in fact apply to the majority of young men engaging in petty trade 

who hawk their goods along the main road. Rather, this statement mirrors a more general 

perception that inequality increased sharply between households since the end of the civil 

war. While respondents agreed that health care, access to safe water, education, transport, and 

other infrastructures have all become better, many complain that their personal economic 

situation and purchasing power has not improved when compared to other community 

members. A number of respondents consider themselves as ‘losers of development’ in the 

aftermath of the war. At the same time, there appeared to be a lack of understanding why 

some households, especially those pursuing farming as their main livelihood strategy, are 
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doing better than others, while all facing similar local climate conditions and access to 

markets.  

More implicitly, mistrust between community members also relates back to individuals’ 

alignment with either one of the two warring parties. The identity of young men who joined 

RENAMO—either voluntarily or by force—and sometimes committed atrocities against 

members of their own community is common knowledge. Although some respondents 

indicated that they felt unease about the presence of these young men, there is no apparent 

security concern about former combatants, which is also found in studies of other 

Mozambique provinces (Schafer 2007). Still, a large proportion of households in both 

communities are migrants, and even though both newcomers and long-standing inhabitants 

report that the integration of new households went smoothly, there is suspicion about the 

newcomers’ role in the war. To conclude, war-related divides are another source of mistrust 

among community members, although less importance is attached to these than to accusations 

of theft and the generational gap.  

Mistrust of local authorities, including the police and the district administration, is also 

widespread. 

‘The lack of trust among members of the community started during the war and 

became worse after the war. The problem of theft increased after the war, and this 

went hand in hand with mistrust in the police. People also accuse the local 

administration of being corrupt. Bribery is now necessary everywhere’ (group 

disc. 2). 

A commonly held notion is that even if the police detain a thief, that person is often released 

from prison the same day or shortly afterwards. While community members perceived this to 

be the result of bribery as well as a lack of food and space at the police station to keep thieves 

until a court procedure is opened, the local police in both communities did not consider the 

police to be the right institution to handle petty theft. According to one of the police 

commandants, petty thefts are ‘too few in quantity and value to be a matter for the police. … 

This is caused by poverty; nothing can be done about it.’ In order to address the issue of 

insecurity, a voluntary community police force was established under the auspices of the 

formal police. However, given that no remuneration was offered, community members 

quickly withdrew from the task force. As a consequence, suspects are sometimes punished 

through vigilante justice. This may even increase the insecurity of community members who 

fear rumours of being accused of theft, as illustrated by this respondent: 
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‘Last month, my grandson was accused of stealing by a certain household. He was 

taken to prison and kept there and was beaten up badly for three days. Finally, the 

real thief was captured and my grandson released with a bribe of 250 MZN 

[10 USD]’ (resp. 4). 

Many respondents expressed a feeling of helplessness toward the civil district administration 

as well, which mirrors a general discontent with post-war leadership. They perceive that local 

matters, including law enforcement and unfair trading practices in the local market, are not 

taken seriously by the administration. Respondents were disappointed with the way the 

district agricultural development fund is implemented, one of the few public development 

initiatives that immediately benefit rural households. Community members were asked to 

submit project proposals (which, together with other paper documentation required, incurred 

considerable costs to farmers) in order to qualify for agricultural credit. Yet, they complained, 

they had not heard any updated status about their applications over two years later, which 

fuelled accusations of bribery. Also, respondents considered the flow of information between 

the district administration and local communities to be scant and channels of communication 

to be opaque. As a result, many respondents complained they do not feel the presence of the 

government. There is similar disappointment in non-governmental organizations (NGOs): 

‘We see the cars passing every day, but they never stop. We do not understand why 

they [NGOs] go to remote areas if they could also work in our community. We also 

have a need for training’ (group disc. 2). 

This section reveals two issues. First, there is the problem of continuing insecurity. While 

insecurity almost exclusively relates to household assets—and thus implies a very different 

dimension than the threat to life during the war—it reduces households’ incentives for longer-

term investments. This in turn limits the chances of households improving their well-being in 

the long term. Second, the lack of trust between neighbours and in the local and state 

institutions causes social tensions. Related to this, Makua identity is losing importance as a 

means of structuring people’s lives and imposing order. With the authority of the elderly 

eroded, and lineage chiefs and the district administration powerless to solve issues of thefts 

and conflict, this leaves many rural households disoriented. While there is no reason to expect 

a relapse of violence, this situation may still give rise to grievances and discontent, thus 

undermining state institutions.  
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5.2 Social networks 

A major concern in both communities is the perceived decline in mutual support between 

community members. Many respondents consider this to be a consequence of the diminishing 

level of trust and rising inequality across households. In interviews, the 2008 post-war 

situation was contrasted with the war period, when mutual support was a crucial strategy for 

coping with insecurity for those households remaining in the countryside. 

‘During the war, we had much stronger friendships and ties among each other. There 

was mutual help and we warned each other when soldiers were approaching. At that 

time, mutual support was essential. … This changed rapidly after the war. Even 

though we are still neighbours, the way we interact has changed. Everybody defends 

himself now’ (resp. 13).  

Others argued that the loss of solidarity started during the war, when the houses and property 

of families who fled were looted not just by soldiers, but also by the community members 

remaining in the area.  

In more general terms, the different growth paths of households with similarly low levels of 

asset endowments at the end of the war cause great disappointment and grievances, leading to 

accusations of ‘rough individualism’ and ‘a false understanding of democracy’ as ‘people 

now say and do everything they want’ (resp. 13). More explicitly, relatively wealthier 

households are accused of neglecting their traditional duties of supporting poorer community 

members with food, seeds, and informal loans. Accusations of sorcery are often made against 

those households as a means of enforcing their moral obligation to share. The dense form of 

settlement easily discloses the living standards of different households to their neighbours. 

‘Rich people in this community used unfair business, cheating, or sorcery to get their wealth’ 

(resp. 13) is a popular opinion, irrespective of the educational background or religious 

affiliation of respondents.
2
  

                                                 

2
 The recent rise in witchcraft beliefs in Africa is commonly interpreted as a response to social differentiation 

and stress caused by modernization and market reforms. See Kohnert (1996) for a review. In a study conducted 

in the city of Chimoio in central Mozambique, Pfeiffer et al. (2007) argue that women’s increasing engagement 

in Pentecostal churches and men’s resort to occult practices in the face of economic misfortune are strategies for 

coping with rising inequalities caused by structural adjustment reforms. In an earlier study on the same location, 

Pfeiffer points out that it is not rising inequality per se that contributes to the growing popularity of Pentecostal 
churches, but rather that ‘inequality intensified alarmingly in a desperately poor community already fractured by 

war, dislocation, and a brutal colonial past’ (Pfeiffer 2002: 191). 
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‘Sorcery and wealth are strongly related. People are gaining other people’s property 

and wealth. Most traders in the market use sorcery. It seems to gain ground in the 

community, for instance, when one person sells exactly the same type of crops in the 

market as others but makes much more profit out of it. There is nothing to be done 

about that; even the healers are helpless. … Sorcery is a big issue in this community, 

but other factors are also important in explaining the difference between households’ 

(group disc. 2). 

Two particular forms of sorcery that are both considered to be means of increasing one’s own 

economic well-being were most commonly mentioned during the interviews. On the one 

hand, individuals are said to practice mwawelo in order ‘to manipulate money to come to 

them’ (resp. 12) and to prosper. Mwawelo is associated with applying traditional medicines in 

and around a house ‘so that good fortune and good luck from passers-by flow over to them’ 

(resp. 11). On the other hand, akwiri is a more severe form of sorcery that attracts benefits to 

those who practice it, while at the same time causing harm to others, and it is often associated 

with envy. 

‘Akwiri is difficult to control, even the government cannot stop it. Individuals are 

accused of akwiri if others don’t understand properly how they managed to become 

rich, mostly traders. … But also farmers are accused of akwiri if they have large 
harvests while most other farmers suffer from bad harvests’ (resp. 10). 

According to respondents, akwiri manipulates community members in the sorcerer’s interest; 

for example, ‘akwiri is done by those who can take us unconsciously at night to work in their 

fields’ (resp. 10). Respondents commonly considered muscle aches and nightmares of being 

abducted as indicators of being the victim of akwiri.3 While community members fear 

becoming the subject of akwiri, there is an even greater danger of being accused of applying 

akwiri, which results in the social isolation of households within the community. Some 

households were careful to avoid displaying their wealth and even their applications for 

credit, fearing the jealousy of their neighbours. ‘It is hard to develop in this community’ 

(group disc. 3) is a common complaint. This finding is in line with other research on the 

economic impact of accusations of witchcraft, often resulting in ‘negative incentives for the 

development of individual achievement motivation and capital formation’ (Kohnert 1996: 

1349).  

                                                 

3
 There are similar accounts of sorcerers harnessing the labour of their victims at the Muedo Plateau in Cabo 

Delgado Province (West 2005). 
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Mutual support and informal insurance within social networks are important strategies against 

risks that make poor households vulnerable to poverty. Since the end of the war, northern 

Mozambique has been exposed to crop diseases, livestock pests and weather shocks, 

including drought, excessive rainfall, and cyclones that reduce agricultural output. In addition, 

HIV/AIDS is spreading rapidly with population movements in the post-war period (Mather 

and Donovan 2008; McEwan 2004). 

Three types of households are often excluded from risk-sharing networks. First, households at 

the lower end of the wealth distribution lack the scope to extend support to other households, 

but also receive little support themselves. This applies particularly since the region was hit by 

large rainfall variability in recent years and one of the fieldwork communities was affected by 

CBSD that caused food insecurity among poor households (see next section). Poverty leads to 

the social isolation of these households, thus increasing vulnerability to future shocks.  

Second, households headed by divorced or widowed women have fewer social networks than 

other households due to their ambiguous status as single women. As one respondent put it, ‘as 

a divorced woman, I am suspicious to wives [of the community]’ (resp. 9). ‘Single women are 

particularly vulnerable. Other husbands cannot leave their own families alone, and other 

wives are busy doing farming themselves’ (resp. 6). Remarrying is the most important 

strategy for single women to secure their livelihood because of the networks that a new 

partner brings along with his labour in agriculture. Many female respondents report a decline 

in marriage stability in the aftermath of war and consider this to be a key factor in women’s 

increasing vulnerability. Also, marriages appear to be increasingly informal, lacking 

registration with civil authorities and, sometimes, even recognition by the couple’s families. 

As a result, it is relatively easy to dissolve informal marriages. Despite the matrilinearity 

tradition of Makua culture, according to which property, including land, is inherited through 

the female line, single women are often in a weak position in land disputes with their former 

husband’s family.  

Third, households with elderly members often consider themselves to be—and were identified 

by others as—the most vulnerable and socially isolated group in rural areas. While secure 

land tenure is less of a problem per se, the elderly often lack the physical strength to walk to 

plots distant from the community and to clear new land. 

‘If I need these kinds of activities to be done, I call my son. But other old women in 

the village, who don’t have sons living nearby, are very poor. They have to hire and 
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pay men. In the village, there is no support for old people in terms of free labour. As 

a result, old people cultivate the same plots over and over again’ (resp. 10). 

The well being of the elderly appears to depend largely on the role played by their children. 

Elderly people who receive labour support from their children living in the household or 

nearby do not appear to be more affected by poverty than other households, while those 

without children lack both agricultural labour and risk-sharing networks. The (small) group of 

the elderly caring for sick or orphaned grandchildren belongs to the poorest households in 

both communities, in some cases suffering from food insecurity. With the spread of 

HIV/AIDS in rural Mozambique, this group of households is likely to grow in the future.  

While mutual support across households has declined since the end of the war, the 

cooperation and risk sharing within a smaller group of relatives, often living in the same 

household, has increased. For instance, one young man acting as the head of household is not 

only the breadwinner in his core household, but he also provides support—in the form of 

goods and food—to his elderly parents who live in a separate house some distance from his 

own homestead. In exchange, he receives access to the plots originally belonging to his 

parents. From the perspective of both the young man and his parents, they make up one 

household, consisting of two generations. Another example is the case of a widowed mother 

and her divorced daughter, aged around 65 and 50, respectively, who live in two separate 

homesteads. While each woman cultivates her own plots, they share the harvest and their 

agricultural tools. Moreover, they prepare and eat food together, with each woman 

contributing some ingredients and firewood. Lastly, several relatively better-off households 

point toward their children studying at boarding school as their most important insurance 

against risk. In contrast to many other respondents who claimed to have lost control over their 

teenage children, these households endorsed their children entering a non-agricultural 

livelihood in the future, expecting them also to support other household members.  

These examples highlight three issues. First, in contrast to the conceptual debate on the 

household that emphasizes the fluidity of household membership (Davidson 1991; Hammel 

1984), particularly in (post-)conflict contexts (Brück and Schindler 2009), household 

membership in the study sites appears to be well defined and less fluid. This indicates that 

households have settled down 16 years after the end of war. Second, the core activities 

performed by households are pooling of resources and risk sharing, but not necessarily 

sharing a common homestead. The roles and duties of every household member appear to be 
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clearly delineated. Third, it tends to be the better-off households, typically consisting of 

several working-age adults and children attending school, which consider the household to be 

the primary unit of risk sharing. For the very poor who often live in one-person households or 

whose household members are either children or are sick, there is less opportunity to share 

risk. The combination of unfavourable features—being poor, old, single, female or 

childless—indicates individuals who are least able to mobilize support and hence most 

vulnerable to future shocks.  

5.3 Access to opportunities  

There is consensus among respondents, that in the aftermath of war, households vary in the 

extent to which they were able to take advantage of new opportunities beyond farming and 

improve their standard of living. A small number of households in the first fieldwork site 

became contract farmers, raising chickens for a local poultry company, considered to be a 

highly desirable source of cash income. However, the poultry company imposes strict entry 

requirements on contract farmers, some of which are clearly defined, such as literacy and 

ownership of land close to the homestead, while other requirements are less transparent, 

including trustworthiness and recommendation by community leaders. The fact that not every 

household had the same chance of qualifying as a contract farmer provokes resentment in the 

community.  

Stagnant agricultural productivity was often pointed out in interviews as another key factor 

driving poverty in rural areas, with overuse of soil identified as the main problem. It is 

reported that, ‘Agricultural practices have not changed over the years’ (resp. 17), which in 

many ways is linked to the civil war. On the one hand, many young people grew up in urban 

centres or refugee camps and returned to their parents’ native communities after the war 

without having acquired adequate farming skills. On the other hand, even households that 

stayed in the countryside during the war were cut off from developments in extension 

techniques and constrained by the breakdown of markets for agricultural tools, seeds, and 

fertilizers. More than a decade after the end of the war, agricultural techniques practiced in 

rural northern Mozambique are still very basic, which is also found by representative 

household surveys (Bozzoli and Brück 2009; Datt et al. 2000). 

One common strategy to maintain soil productivity is rotating the crops grown on a plot. Only 

a small number of households in the first research site use a nearby stream for constructing 
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small irrigation schemes to water their vegetables. None of the respondents have the capacity 

to buy chemical fertilizers and insecticides, despite its availability in the local market. 

Similarly, organic fertilizers are rarely used, given the lack of livestock. Yet, despite the 

homogeneity of agricultural techniques employed by farmers, there are considerable (and 

visible) differences in the productivity of land, even of bordering plots. Asked why his rice 

plants were only half the size of those on the neighbouring plot, one respondent pointed 

toward different ex ante expectations regarding the onset, duration and intensity of rainfall, 

which also mirrors different attitudes toward risk: 

‘I was late this year as the rain stopped too early. I was still replanting small rice 

plants from the nursery when the rain stopped. I expect that harvest will be very 

poor’ (resp. 13). 

Other respondents put less effort into sowing or weeding their fields, either because they face 

competing demands on their labour inputs from different income-earning activities or due to 

sickness, as this elderly widow reports: 

‘I have been sick this year and lacked the strength to cultivate. This is now causing 

lots of problems. This year, I was late planting groundnuts. There will not be enough 

to sell this year’ (resp. 14). 

One common kind of labour sharing in labour-intensive agricultural tasks, such as clearing 

new land and harvesting, is referred to as ganho-ganho in rural Mozambique (Bias and 

Donovan 2003; Blom 2002). Ganho-ganho comprises a bundle of informal arrangements that 

may be based on generalized reciprocity, food and home-brewed sugar cane wine offered to 

the labourers, or remuneration in cash. For a number of reasons, the use of ganho-ganho as a 

means of mobilizing labour is limited to several types of households. Households lacking the 

labour for reciprocating received ganho-ganho or lacking the means to offer remuneration in 

cash or kind are excluded from ganho-ganho. ‘It is not common to organize support networks 

to help vulnerable persons within the community. Nobody would work for free in this 

community’ (group disc. 1). Moreover, religion prohibits some households from offering 

wine as remuneration: ‘As a Muslim, I don’t organize wine parties, but pay the labourers in 

cash. I can only do so if I have money to spare’ (resp. 16). A stigma of low status attached to 

ganho-ganho prohibits households with higher social status from reciprocating ganho-ganho 

and working for others, even if they may urgently need labour inputs on their fields. 
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‘Being the head of household, I feel it is not proper for me to engage in ganho-
ganho. But during harvest time I invite people to help me farm for payment, which 

does not leave me with the obligation to also help others’ (resp. 3). 

Working as wage labourers provides livelihood security to very vulnerable households during 

the lean season, when ‘one day of ganho-ganho brings one day of food’ (resp. 11). However, 

at this time of the year, labour is also required on the household’s own plots; consequently, 

ganho-ganho comes at a considerable cost.
4
 

Another important determinant of agricultural output is whether and to what degree a plot is 

affected by crop disease. Between 2003 and 2008, the second fieldwork community was 

strongly affected by CBSD, which causes cassava tubers to rot. The disease spread quickly 

across plots and now affects an estimated 80 percent of households in the community. Mould 

inside the tubers causes a bitter taste that remains after processing, which means only a few 

parts of a rotten tuber can be eaten, if any at all. Given that cassava is the preferred local 

staple food, this is a major factor in food insecurity. 

‘We faced famine several times after the war. Right after the war, there was plenty of 

food, but then there was a serious lack of rainfall and the cassava disease. … In the 

lean season, we eat cassava leaves and wild vegetables, without any staple foods’ 

(resp. 14). 

Farmers are particularly concerned about their lack of self-sufficiency, saying that ‘all cassava 

sold in the local market comes from other districts. We don’t eat the food from our fields’ 

(resp. 10). The vulnerability to crop diseases is regarded by some respondents as a 

consequence of the war. Farmers who remained in the countryside during the war often did 

not cultivate all of their land, but concentrated on one or two plots, often located at some 

distance from the community. Other plots, particularly those close to paths that were likely to 

be used by soldiers were abandoned for security reasons. 

‘A long time ago we had many varieties of cassava, some of which were resistant to 

disease. Only the leaves were affected by disease, but not the tubers. Many of those 

varieties were lost during the war’ (resp. 11). 

                                                 

4
 Blom (2002) makes a similar observation in Tete Province, central Mozambique. 
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As a result, many of the well-adapted species that were left on the fields without tending are 

said to have become extinct. In this already poor community, the capacity to cope with the 

cassava disease is very limited.  

The most commonly used means of increasing agricultural outputs is clearing new land, using 

slash and burn techniques. As one respondent put it, ‘I increase my harvest every year by 

increasing the size of land. … Otherwise, yields would decrease’ (resp. 7). However, 

increasing land size is only a viable strategy for households with enough labour endowments 

and those that can enforce their claim on new land vis-à-vis the community. Given the high 

population density in both fieldwork sites, and the large amount of effort needed to cut down 

large trees, households acquire land tenure on the newly cleared plots and often pass the plots 

on to their children. Typically, plots are cultivated for three to four years and then left to lie 

fallow for two or more years to preserve soil nutrients. However, there was disagreement on 

the land tenure security among respondents during the fallow period. Wealthier households 

tended to agree with this statement: ‘When I leave land fallow, nobody else comes to cultivate 

it. Each family has its own plots. This is common knowledge in the village’ (resp. 1). Other 

households, particularly those headed by women and migrants, reported that conflicts over 

land, most often over the boundaries of plots lying fallow, are a concern to them. Some 

respondents plant banana trees, mango trees or sisal to demarcate the boundaries of their 

plots. 

Local governance institutions were weakened during FRELIMO’s socialist campaign in the 

wake of independence, which considered pre-existing institutions to be obstacles to the 

modernization of rural society (Newitt 1995). This severely impacted institutions regulating 

household access to land. Today, households use different means simultaneously to secure 

access to new land, the most important strategy for maintaining the level of agricultural 

outputs. In this respect, the two fieldwork communities varied widely. In the first fieldwork 

site, a Catholic diocese established in the colonial period is still the largest landowner, even 

though no priests permanently reside in the diocese. Much of the land property of the diocese 

is rented out informally to members of the parish, often free of charge. Migrant households in 

particular value this opportunity to gain access not just to land, but also to fruit trees growing 

on the land, a source of cash income. Nevertheless, farmers complain about the lack of 

transparency in this arrangement: ‘There is no security. I might have to give it back any time 

in future’ (resp. 3).  
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In the second fieldwork community, Makua chieftaincy institutions survived FRELIMO’s 

campaign and the war in better shape, with several ‘traditional’ authorities present, including 

a chief of land. The community is divided into two lineages, each allocating land among their 

members. ‘Members from lineage A don’t find it difficult to access land from lineage A’ 

(resp. 13). However, some respondents suspect authorities of taking advantage of their 

position by securing the best land for themselves.  

In both communities, the preferred means of accessing land is through purchasing. Despite 

the fact that land is officially the property of the state and only use rights can be sold, there 

are dynamic land markets. 

‘People buy land if they want land close to their house. … The price of land depends 

on the number of cashew trees on it. Even trees that stand on plots that are not 

cultivated have their owners. If one does not have particular preferences, than land is 

available for clearing’ (resp. 2). 

Commonly, land contracts are negotiated informally between a seller and buyer (and 

sometimes documented on paper although there is no cadastral mapping of the region 

available), while community leaders are called to act as witnesses of the transfer. However, 

migrants often felt disadvantaged in accessing land: ‘Natives have more options available. 

They can better negotiate with the clan leaders to clear new land or buy better land’ (resp. 12).  

The weakness of pre-existing Makua institutions not only refers to accessing land, but also to 

resolving conflicts over land.  

‘Problems occur if land is rented from one household to another over a long time. 

The problem arises in the next generation. Young people may think of the land as 

their own property even though it is technically rented. It happened that people of the 

second generation sold land illegally and left the community. Because of these types 

of conflict, many land-rich households refuse to rent out land in fear that they may 

eventually lose it’ (resp. 16). 

To conclude, institutions, both ‘traditional’ and formal, are in many regards unable to fill the 

vacuum of power that is a consequence of the war. This leads to insecurity about land tenure 

and access to new unused land. Lacking the means to buy land, poor households are affected 

most by the weakening of local institutions. Unequal access to land thus aggravates 

inequalities in access to income opportunities, such as wage work and contract farming. 

Households relying solely on farming are also most likely to be excluded from networks to 

mobilize labour, which increases their vulnerability.  
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6 Conclusions 

This article applies a case study approach to derive the impact of social capital on 

development in post-war, rural, Mozambique. Building on Moser’s (1998) asset vulnerability 

framework, the analysis includes examples of how low levels of trust diminish economic 

profits and the choice of income activities. Moreover, it provides insights into the nature of 

inter-household relations within the two field communities and points out which types of 

households are particularly affected by lows levels of social capital—poor, female-headed, 

and elderly households. The study reveals that social capital in the two field sites is shattered, 

with households pursuing their economic strategies in isolation from each other. While this 

benefits the relatively wealthier households that are freed from their obligations to support 

less well-off community members, the breakdown of mutual support networks has an adverse 

effect on very poor households in particular. They are left with little means of sustaining 

themselves when facing shocks.  

This finding has two implications. On the one hand, inequality across households is likely to 

increase in the future, thus aggravating the divides. Given the nature of the ‘fragmented’ civil 

war in which alignments with the two war parties did not follow clear ethnic, wealth, or class 

patterns, there is virtually no danger of relapsing into war again. However, the exclusion of a 

significant proportion of rural households from economic opportunities is likely to facilitate 

social discontent, with the state blamed for its failure to provide equal opportunities. This 

undermines the acceptance of state institutions, creating fragility. Recent outbreaks of 

violence surrounding provincial election polls support this argument.  

On the other hand, low levels of mutual support, the fading of Makua identity, and a lack of a 

sense of belonging to a community render technical assistance less effective. In an 

environment where economic advancements of neighbours are observed with suspicion and 

where iniquitous accusations are easily made, it is less likely that gains in knowledge, farming 

techniques, or methods of coping with the Cassava Brown Streak Disease are freely shared 

between community members. Thus, positive externalities from development are expected to 

be very limited. Hence, the study contributes micro-level evidence to the argument that low 

trust societies may fall into a development trap (Zak and Knack 2001). 

In order to overcome these development obstacles, three possible areas of policies exist. 

While these recommendations have little in common with typical post-war reconstruction 
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policies, these may mitigate social disruptions that are at least partly legacies of the civil war. 

First, people’s trust and confidence in the state, governmental institutions, and the rule of law 

should be increased. Second, social assistance policies may mitigate the consequences of 

unequal development and rising inequality in order to prevent grievances. A third possible 

area of policy interventions is to spread knowledge on agricultural techniques. Farmers 

expressed a strong demand for information on soil conservation measures, planting 

techniques, organic fertilizers, improved storage practices, and strategies to cope with crop 

pests and livestock diseases. Such measures would enhance the agricultural productivity of 

rural households and improve their resilience to shocks. 
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