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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

Claro do Lichanga

This thesis is an ethnography of women, of the residents of a poor, peri-urban neighbourhood
of Maputo Mozambique, in a context of neoliberal socioeconomic transformation. In the second
half of the 2010s, global media was awash with predictions of economic growth, modernisation
and development in sub-Saharan African capitals. Maputo was no exception to such meliorist
visions. The wider population was to rise out of poverty, and a middle class would finally flourish,
bringing with it an entrenchment of democratic liberal values and modern lifestyles (Sumich
2018). The socialist government, in power from from 1975 to 1990, had promoted gender
equality through women’s insertion in the labour market, and now liberal democracy was bound
to carry the project further, using economic and material improvements to help them achieve
social status and independence (Mackenzie and Stoljar 2000). Women in the outskirts of
Maputo were aware of these developments and yet their aspirations and life plans did not seem
to align with such prognoses. Rather than yearning for middle-class status, women dreamed of
getting married to a man who would buy a plot and build them a house. Rather than adopting
and cultivating liberal values of autonomy, freedom and consumerism, women worked at
transforming personal relationships into strong kinship bonds and wilfully positioned themselves
in relationships of dependence.

Claro do Lichanga, the neighbourhood in which this ethnography took place, was in 2017
an increasingly desirable area of the city. As part of a research team that set out to investigate
the impact of middle-class aspirations on the city, I arrived looking for the effects of land
speculation and socioeconomic change in domestic spatial and social arrangements. Foreign

investment and urban expansion plans targeted Claro de Lichanga as a prime residential site for
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the new middle class, and foreign constructors’ leaflets and advertisement billboards offered
computer-generated visions of high rise blocks replacing the self-built, cement-block houses.
Residents were often aware of these dynamics: some of them saw neighbours leaving and their
plots being taken over by constructors engaged in "verticalisation" projects, but for the most part,
they seemed remarkably unaffected. Even though house construction and improvements were
central to most residents' lives, the potential of benefitting from higher land prices and selling
their plot did not drive speculation: if no one came to make an offer, they would keep their plot;
if a good offer came their way, they would consider it. My general impression was that the
possibility of being pushed out of the neighbourhood was met with acceptance by the older
generation, and with apparent indifference by the young. In reality, while this attitude
demonstrated a tendency to measure expectations when it came to big promises, it was mainly
a reflection of the fact that most residents planned to move away regardless of what the destiny
of the neighbourhood might be. Building a house was part of the process of becoming a family,
producing a marriage and developing one’s social person. Living in extended family
constellations, both second and third generations in the households of Claro do Lichanga (CL)
thus planned on acquiring a plot and building their own house in another peri-urban area,
probably further away from the centre and with little or no urban infrastructure.

Residents below the age of sixty, many of them born and raised in the neighbourhood, were
accustomed to precarious and alternative arrangements: CL. was originally informally occupied
after national independence in 1975, and later parcelled out and redistributed to newcomers —
refugees from the civil war and relocated groups that were displaced by natural disasters.
Bordered today by the university campus, an upper-class residential neighbourhood and the
coastal road with its high-end restaurants, business buildings and hotels, CL retains its dirt roads
lined with cementblock houses and corrugated iron roofs, each in its regular plots. Water
distribution 1s limited and unreliable, and electricity is pre-paid, lasting only as long as a
household can afford. The families that live here are on low incomes, typically derived from the
odd paid chore [ biscates], intermittent jobs as domestic workers, or small businesses. CL’s roads,
markets and backyards are the site of many of these endeavours: people set up stands to sell
food and produce, or offer their services as tailors or hairdressers. The neighbourhood's location
and proximity to the city centre has very little significance for the majority of them, as most of
their activities happen either in the neighbourhood or in other peri-urban areas.

The lives of the people of Claro do Lichanga were not easy, and they did not pretend that
they were. They struggled and they complained, and they wished and worked for something
better. The women with whom I lived and spent my days were unhappy with their lack of
resources and possibility for change, and were often dissatisfied with their partners. They wanted
to study and earn money, and more than anything, they wanted their partners to build them a

house, marry them, and provide for them and their children. A proper marriage, involving the
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payment of bride price and the construction of a house, was not only desired, but felt as
imperative.

It was in this imperative that [ found a way to understand the lives that they planned and
wanted, and how the relationships that enabled these lives were conceived of and practised.
Beginning from the laborious process of becoming a wife, this ethnography maps out the mazy
patterns of the city's social fabric that stretches around and beyond neoliberal capitalist

democracy.

The ethnographic core

The minister asked the bride to break two eggs in a bowl, and then instructed the groom to

beat them with a fork:

“One egg is the wife; the other egg is the husband. Spouses must be like these two eggs: they

cannot be separated, because what God unites, Man does not separate.

“So Senhora Euclésia, Senhor Milton, become like these eggs, unite each other, senhora, let

you and your man become one, Senhor, let you and your woman become one. Amen.

“A man must not stray. He must come home to eat his wife’s food every day. He must not
compare. He must not say that mama’s food is better (congregation laughs softly). He must
willingly take what his wife offers him, accept it. Come home every day, let her wash his hands,

let her serve him well.

“The woman must serve her husband, make the home, prepare the food, serve him well. She
must not go back to her parent’s house, have her food with them, or bring food from mama'’s
pots. She makes her husband’s food now, and she will eat of it too. She does this every day,
she will get used to it, and that food will be her food, and that home will be her home.

“Woman was made to be man’s companion. The man must lead, care for and provide for the
wife. Men nowadays are drinking, beating their wives, failing to support them. It is all upside-
down nowadays, the women are leading their husbands back to church, to God’s word. The
man following the wife, cowed and ashamed. That is not the way of God. A wife must respect
her husband. He asks for a glass of water, she says “don’t you have legs?”. That is not right.

There must be respect between them”.

This excerpt from the priest's homily is not just a visual demonstration of the Christian ideal
of “flesh of my flesh, blood of my blood™; it is also an accurate description of local marriage
practices. Though the minister started with the image of two eggs beaten into inseparability, the
words that followed depicted something quite different from such fusional union, instead
highlighting servitude, obedience and the differently defined roles ascribed to each spouse. The
contradiction in being inseparable like two beaten eggs in a bowl while maintaining clear

hierarchical positions evokes the complexities that are present in this ethnography. The minister’s
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prescriptions reveal the efforts that go into producing the marital tie, and the tension inherent in
the process of becoming husband and wife. The sermon addressed specific aspects of local
relationship dynamics: the desire to return to one’s parents’ home; the importance of eating
together; the woman’s servitude and the men’s support and guidance. These all illustrate some
key traits of local relationships, where marriage entails the making of kinship, intimacy involves
hierarchical distances, and these relationships become constitutive of each spouse’s personhood.

While this tension and the unequal positioning are perhaps to be expected in a (Christian)
marital constellation, | found them to be present in most forms of personal relationships.
Marriage is the primary site where these dynamics play out, but the same hierarchical structure
is reproduced in all forms of lasting bonds and these also come to compose one’s social person.
These contrasting characteristics make relationships - and personhood - inherently tensile. This
tension characterises general dynamics of local sociality where relationships are based on
difference and ideally modelled on kinship.

This tensile sociality is what this thesis sets out to investigate. How the women of Claro do
Lichanga actively strive to build relationships that are intrinsically unequal. How they endeavour
to serve their husbands, their families and their bosses, and through these relationships, secure
themselves a social position in which they are respected, recognised, and cared for. My
ethnography traces these efforts, and their failures, and shows how the construction of the social
person is a process of establishing and balancing personal relationships of dependence - a process
that produces a tensile relational personhood. a social person composed of hierarchical
relationships that demand the establishing of an appropriate distance. I show how the possibility
of intimacy 1s premised on this hierarchical distance, or #/, an unstable and fragile tie that always
threatens to tip over or dissolve away.

These relationships are typically either an intrinsic part of the domestic realm, or become
included in it. The households in which most of the ethnography takes place are thus the
quintessential social space. They stand in contrast to the street, a space often charged with
immoral connotations, locally described as dangerous and essentially unpredictable. There,
women and men play, flirt, trick, and engage in non-binding, fluid interactions. These interactions
as a rule are unrecognised as relationships, and are either maintained as such or brought into
the domestic space, where they are transformed into kinship. [ thus show that people can only
be socially recognised within personal, binding relationships. The impersonal realm is murky,
unpredictable and must be domesticated to become social.

In tracing the practices of domestication and taming that produce personal ties, and the
practices of invisibility and partial blindness that avoid them, the thesis shows how these come
to compose the social fabric of the city, where gendered, unequal, personal relationships are
materialised in the physical organisation of socio-spatial separations that define the movements
of its dwellers. Residents of peri-urban areas move around the city centre, or make spaces within

it that maintain this social separation. They envision improvements for their lives elsewhere, and
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the centre is never a model, an aspiration or a possibility. The city thus appears as a spatialisation
of the inherent social inequality and of the separations and distances that define which urbanites
are entitled to which area.

The thesis contributes to classic literature on personhood in African contexts (Dieterlen
1973; Gluckman 1963; Miers and Kopytoff 1977; Comaroff and Comaroff 2001;), and specific
sociological studies of family and kinship structures in Southern Mozambique (Bérnard da Costa
2007; Passador 2009, 2010; Jardim 2007; Rodgers 2010). It adds to the known picture of lives
lived in the vicinity of the state (cf. Nielsen 2009), of the hegemonic order (cf. Comaroff and
Comaroff 2000) and of universal ideals (cf. Tsing 2004), and presents a social reality alternative
to neoliberal, democratic adjustments. In so doing, the thesis challenges assumptions about public
and private, and develops critiques of intimacy as a notion bound to trust and closeness by
including in it distance, secrecy and mistrust.

Specifically, it does so by working outwards from intimate domestic space. Rather than
deducing what goes on inside the house from interactions outside of it, my thesis takes its
departure from domestic dynamics, which notably allows for the inclusion of women as central
actors in the social landscape. It is important to state that even though it revolves around women's
lives, the thesis is not a contribution to gender studies, in that it is not concerned with the social
production of gendered categories per se. It is rather a classic ethnography of a place that focuses
on the women, households and families that compose it as a means of describing the weave of
its social fabric.

In so doing, this thesis adds important elements to classic ethnographic studies in African
contexts that have shown how men become "big" by adding people, such as wives, employees
and dependents, to their personal sphere (e.g. Gluckman 1963), how men's personhood is
materialised in the house (Nielsen 2008), how intimacy always holds the threat of danger, and
how the outside may creep in and do harm through envy, greed and abusive power (cf.
Geschiere 1997). My ethnography, in contrast, shows that married men become big by
establishing a family, building a house for their wives and then repeating this model in other
relationships. It shows the ways in which “the outside that creeps in” is domesticated in
continuous efforts to balance the relational tilt, in the continuous making of tensile personhoods
that 1s the art of becoming a wife and being integrated into the husband’s kin. It shows how
women weave their personhood through these relationships, which become part of who they
are, and it shows how they become part of who their husbands, and kin, are. The distinction
between the house and the street that emerges from this analysis is thereby markedly different
from much earlier work, because the analytical process starts from the inside: not in the
negotiations of the bride price between two heads of family, nor in the paternalistic and corrupt
practices in the neighbourhood association, but rather in the negotiations that take place in the
bedrooms of new couples and in the execution of daily chores in the backyard. The ethnography

thus contributes to classic anthropological paradigms by showing how alliance is the core of
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society (Lévi-Strauss 1967; Dumont 1971) and kinship is the ideal relationship (Wagner 1974).
It constitutes one more contribution to the body of intimate ethnographies that complement and
challenge knowledge derived from studies that take the public sphere, or the street, to be the
primary social space (Abu-Lughod 1986; Strathern 1972, 1999; Bloch 1995; Carsten 1997).
The thesis also contributes to studies of Maputo, which has been portrayed as a split city,
composed of a wealthy centre and a marginalised periphery - a picture that has been variously
challenged, nuanced and reaffirmed (Quembo 2009; Lage 2018). More recent studies show
how new pockets of less clearly defined privilege (enclaves) are emerging (Morange et al 2012;
Bérnard da Costa n.d.), and how residents articulate strategies to secure their belonging and
right to the city (Andersen et al 2015; Mazzolini 2016; Morton 2019). This ethnography
confirms that having a plot and constructing a house are imperative aspects of building a future
for oneself, but it also shows they are not manifestations of a desire for political citizenship or
belonging to an abstract community. The recognition that a cement-block house grants local
residents is the concrete status of being a person. For inhabitants of the peri-urban areas, the
rich, fully urbanised parts of the city are partially invisible and only relatively accessible. These
spaces remain enclaves because they instantiate a conceptual separation that preserves the status
and protects the privileges of residents of the city centre. Without arguing against studies
sensitive to the areas of merging, undefinition and change (e.g. Roque et al 2016), the thesis
shows that for many peri-urban dwellers their conception of the city is limited to its outskirts
even though they move within other zones. In the movements of these residents around and
within the city centre, | show that enclaves are always porous and always contain alternative

paths.

Doing fieldwork

My first house in the field was located in an area known as Casas Brancas [White Houses],
which was built during the socialist era for state employees. The houses there were considerably
better than the majority of residences in Claro do Lichanga, and they bordered a part of the
neighbourhood that had been gradually occupied by higherincome social groups and
transformed into a luxurious residential area. The new affluent residents built paved roads, South
African inspired two-storey houses (with guards at each gate), and the area had a little
supermarket, a beauty salon and a café frequented by the elite and expatriates. All of this was
just two blocks behind my house. Moving in the other direction, into the neighbourhood, roads
were unpaved, markets were composed of stands, often laid on a piece of fabric on the ground,
or of contentores — a stock shop made by converting the space between house and plot-fence
into a walled room, and selling tinned goods, electricity credit and sundry other items. When

not made into shops, the same space between house and wall could be converted into a bar,
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called a barraca. Nearly every block had one, attracting shifting clusters of people who gathered
by the window makeshift counter.

This ethnography 1s the result of old-fashion methodology, fortuitous coincidence and specific
circumstances. [ was part of an interdisciplinary research group doing fieldwork in a cosmopolitan
capital, which means that | arrived with a predefined research plan tuned to the overall project,
which addressed global transformations, modernisation and specific developments in Maputo'. |
had my Whatsapp on, and the city centre just half an hour away, with its cosmopolitan facilities
and residents. | also had my research colleagues, who periodically barged into my field or
dragged me into theirs. Yet, | was quite simply caught by the neighbourhood. I was drawn into
those streets and drawn to the people on them. They were what | was interested in, and for a
lot of the time, my world. Not because it was entertaining, or directly inspiring, or because it
was always pleasant; on the contrary, | experienced, over the course of the fieldwork, all the
reactions and feelings that traditionally come out in postmortem publications of anthropologists’

personal diaries.

Managing these multiple spheres of interaction, each woven of radically different cloth, made
me hyper aware of the social inequality that characterises Maputo (and the world), and
problematised, to a certain extent, my role and position in each of these circles. During the first
months of fieldwork, the discrepancy between the city centre and the neighbourhood, so explicit
at first gaze, and the fact that [ immediately recognised the centre (the food and the cafés, the
Portuguese architecture, the conversations over beer) as “just like home” became a reminder
of my own privileged background. I knew, all along, that feeling drawn into the neighbourhood
was partially a reaction to the violence of the shifts, to the moral hangover and the guilt that
came with every trip to the centre, every evening with the elite, every visit to an expat. It was
easier not to move. But staying in the neighbourhood was also difficult (“as it should be”, I hear
the forefathers saying). It was difficult to suddenly be seen as "white", to attract attention, to be
charged higher prices, to be constantly asked by strangers or semi-strangers for favours, money,
a job, or my hand in marriage. In the end, travelling back and forth was unavoidable. I kept
doing it throughout the fieldwork, and got used to it, even if I never truly appreciated it. It was
important — practically, ethnographically and also ethically, I believe, to maintain awareness of

my own position.

The passing of days in the neighbourhood often felt like a concatenation of nothings: I chatted
to the neighbours and vendors, | allowed children to borrow my bike, or to pick mangos off my

tree, or waited, in vain, for the landlady or the plumber to come and do repairs. | walked and

1 I am part of Middle Class Urbanism. An interdisciplinary study of the physical reordering of urban sub-Saharan
Africa, an interdisciplinary research project funded by the Danish Council for Independent Research (FKK),
where | work in collaboration with Morten Nielsen (PI), Anna Mazzolini, Nikolai Brandes and Carla Corteés, all
of us focused on Maputo. The aim of the project is to investigate rapid urbanisation processes in sub-Saharan Africa

with a special focus on the radical transformations of the built environment caused by middle class urbanism.
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walked, watching people, looking at houses with no reference-point to help interpret what | was
looking at, buying food from different stands. And I wasted time on trivial tasks like finding rat
poison, a seamstress, or a used bike. It was this latter triviality that led me to those people who
would become my closest interlocutors and lead me further to my field family.

It only happened because | came to Maputo with my son and his father, Nikolas. I thus
arrived as a married woman and mother of a small child, which placed me in a specific category.
It also afforded me the advantage of having access to the male sphere through Nikolas, who
besides entering circles that were closed to me was, by virtue of his character and curiosity, a
motor for continuous socialisation. And so one day we found ourselves walking somewhat
aimlessly beneath the burning sun, with our son taking turns on our shoulders, trying to find a
second-hand bike. We stopped to ask a group of young men for information, and after we'd
moved on, one of them decided to call us back and offer to help. He shoved us into a rickshaw
and drove us around the city in the quest for a bike, which we ultimately bought from a random
passing cyclist. The young rickshaw driver, Sergio, was, like most of the best informants are, a
naturally gifted guide and teacher, and on top of that, a curious and open character. In no time,
he became the person we contacted for help and for rides, and he in turn took every chance to
show us the place, the food and local habits.

It was in this spirit that he invited us to a family celebration. Sergio lived with his partner,
Sandra, and their newborn son, Mojaju, in his maternal grandmother’s house. Besides them and
the grandmother, there were his cousin Icaro with his partner Cleuza, and their daughter Radja,
Sergio’s two little brothers, Nono and Odin, and the tenants Adolfo and Greta with their two
daughters, Chelsea and Michelle. I got to know them and the extended family at the party, and
| saw them frequently after that. But on that first day at Sergio’s house, while | was introduced
and chatted to each guest and family member, while I listened to Sergio’s explanations, my
attention was caught by the young women. Babies tied to their backs, wearing old capulanas’,
they worked ceaselessly, bringing water, food, and clean crockery and removing empty pots and
dirty plates. They never sat with the guests and it was only very late that they joined the dancing,

and then only for a short while.

[ also noticed that my three-year-old son was given a chair, along with a spoon and a plate,
while the other children waited in a corner to receive a collective bowl of food served on the
floor. And in the background, people were pooling money to run to the corner shop and buy
us a bottle of mineral water. | prevented them from going. From that day on, I drank the same

tap water that they did.

The ongoing challenge, [ think, was to acknowledge my position of privilege and at the same

time, refuse its connotations.

2 A traditional cloth worn as a skirt or an apron or used as a baby sling.
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| became a frequent visitor at the Simangos and grew close to the three young women who
lived there. They were my first point of access to the domestic sphere, and | was gradually
incorporated into the group - a process that meant moving from the best chair reserved for a
white, foreign guest to the little bench next to the coal stove in the backyard. It didn’t take long,
though, for my interest and help were welcome, as were the opportunities to laugh at my lack of
physical strength. At each family gathering, | learned to balance the burden of domestic chores
with snatched moments of conversation with senior family members. From there, | was allowed
into other houses, where | established varied degrees of intimacy. Some of them were the
Simangos’ direct kin, others neighbours or random connections, in other neighbourhoods and
other towns. The Simangos remained, however, the central node of my field.

But they were not the ones to become family. Partway through our time in Maputo, Nikolas
and | separated and | moved out of the house in Casas Brancas. I left the field briefly, and came
back intending to start looking for a room to rent for myself. The search, though, didn’t take
more than a few minutes. As soon as | got to the Simangos’, I found out that Sergio and Sandra
had also split up during the time that | had been away, and she had returned to her parents'
house. | went to see her there, and they made room for one more.

In the house lived her mother, Rosa, father, Bento, her brother Nacio, her three younger
sisters, Teca, Nina and Claudia, her nephew Elton, and a tenant. | lived with the Bhilas
intermittently for the next four months, while | kept a place in the city centre (initially because
of my son) and later, when | returned to the field alone for an extra month’s fieldwork, I stayed
permanently with them. Sandra and | shared a room, and she was home with the baby for the
first months, so we were always together. During this period, she largely mediated my
relationship with the family. After she got a job in a hair salon, though, I was frequently alone
with the others, which positioned me more firmly as part of the household. I officially became
her son’s godmother, and this ritually marked my bond with them, but it was daily life - cooking,
cleaning, taking care of the children, eating and sleeping - that made a practical difference. By
the end, | was like an older daughter in the family constellation, and perceived in the rest of the
neighbourhood as belonging to that household. A lot of what I came to understand about family
dynamics stems from my own position among the Bhilas, an experience that [ could discuss when
talking to other women in an equivalent position within their own households. This entailed
more than prescribed roles, treatment and expectations of each other; it was also about the

attachment and loyalty that are part of familial relationships.

Being this intensely involved in people’s lives meant that choosing what to tell and how to tell
it has been a delicate and serious part of the process of writing this dissertation. My first concern
has been describe my informants' lives and world in a way that they would recognise. Even
though they would disagree with elements of the thesis, it must be something that I can show
them. With this in mind, | have tried to hold my analyses and descriptions up against the

imagined reactions of my interlocutors, and where possible, | have asked them directly. At the
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same time, each particular person in this ethnography could potentially be exposed in ways that
have nothing to do with the fidelity of my descriptions. The fact of the matter is that when
situations that occurred and then passed are suddenly registered forever, when periods of
people’s lives that are now vanished are eternalised in the pages of this thesis, this can have a
serious impact on their relationship to these past experiences. If this is the only real consequence
of registering these stories, it is still serious enough. | have had to ponder each of the events
that I include here. The place and the informants are anonymised, but not all of their
connections are untraceable. The people in the ethnography retain their coherence, that is, |
do not attach events that happened to one person onto another, I do not divide the same life
into different lives. Thus, | have had to leave out events that were enlightening for me, but
would not be possible to disguise and, more importantly, events that | couldn’t ask for permission

to include without already producing the undesired effect of making them eternal.

While having a mulungo’ in their house provoked some neighbourhood gossip and
speculation about the Bhilas, my own movements in the area became markedly easier, though
they remained restricted. The fact that [ was a white (I am not that white, but they did not seem
to care) woman in a peri-urban neighbourhood in Mozambique was, unsurprisingly, challenging
in many familiar ways, and | was the target of curiosity, resentment, strategic interest and sexual
fetishisation. | managed the attention and the harassment mostly by avoidance: I avoided
evenings and bars in general, and with very few exceptions, | did not establish relationships with
men except through the Simangos or the Bhilas. The attention lessened and the interactions
became less marked by my colour and gender as these households positioned me within a kinship
network that made me recognised in the field as their relation.

This position came to define my experience of the field, which [ saw from the perspective of
the domestic space and explored mostly through the paths that connected to these two families.
Besides spending time on daily activities with them, I attended baptisms, funerals, weddings,
birthdays, church services, and national festivities; I visited kin, neighbours and clients, all with
the Simangos or Bhilas, or with people I met through them. With the exception of a few stands
and contentores that | had patronised from the start, | even shopped around these houses. |
chatted to the rickshaw drivers and Sergio’s regular clients, sometimes going with them on their
rides, and | talked to Sandra’s clients while she braided their hair. In sum, the Simangos and
the Bhilas account for the greater share of the intimate, in-depth ethnography.

The final share revolves around Margé. Circumstance led me to her, and she became central
to my life in the field, as a firsthand experience of the intimacy and dependence of domestic
work relationships. She did not live in CL, but in an even more impoverished peri-urban area.
Margé had extremely limited life chances and faced very many challenges. She gave me a
broader perspective on the peri-urban lives of women and an in-depth, firsthand experience of

what it means to be the most valuable resource in someone else’s life.

3 Local term for a white person.
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My biggest difficulty is familiar to most anthropologists. It is probably a necessary part of
fieldwork to struggle to find the balance between respect for ones’ informants’ lives and choices,
and an honest account of social injustice, oppressive practices and exploitative structures. For
me, to write an ethnography of women who were not happy with their current lives in
impoverished and extremely restricted conditions that are directly related to historical
exploitation, established power structures and traditional value systems without turning them
into victims required a serious revision of my own values, assumptions and ethical convictions.

[ believe that the entire argument here presented is the result of this effort.
Beyond the neighbourhood

I tell this because it is important to make clear that this thesis is principally an intimate form
of ethnography, with the advantages and limitations that implies. The insights derived from this
universe are central to the dissertation, as they were central to my experience of the field. Yet,
they are set against a more general understanding of the neighbourhood, the city and the country.
| gathered background information following a housing project in a different part of the
neighbourhood, where | attended meetings, ran interviews with the developers and employees,
and sat around and chatted to the immediate neighbours of the project’s headquarters, intending
to find out how they felt and what they thought of it. These conversations offered me some
perspective on the residents’ housing aspirations, a few insights into their ambiguous relation to
white foreigners’ interventions, and a lot of talk about witchcraft, religious rituals and traditions
that had nothing to do with the housing project, but everything to do with the social life of the
place.

[ also broadened by understanding of Maputo by travelling, by public transport, stopping at
every town along the coast up to Beira and over to Manica, on the border with Zimbabwe. This
allowed me to see rural settings and experience the diversity of the lower half of Mozambique.
[ also travelled with Sergio and Sandra to visit family and go to the beach in Northern Gaza.
This trip was highly instructive regarding extended kin relations, confirmed my impressions of
household hierarchies and introduced new elements to my understanding of employment
relationships, as it allowed me to enter the beach-resort universe from the perspective of the
employee, and not the tourist, as | had previously done.

Besides these explorations I learned a lot from two other acquaintances, Saloméao and Ada,
from frequenting the city centre, and from the Middle Class Urbanism research project, the

MCU.

Salomao was my first contact in Maputo. A bachelor in anthropology, he organised the house

in Casas Brancas for me, tried to teach me Changana* and told me everything he knew about

4 1 did not learn more than very basic Changana, despite my previous confidence that | was going to master it in

ten months. My presence made everyone speak more Portuguese, and when they didn’t, I often asked for
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the neighbourhood, where he had recently conducted research. He also introduced me to his
family and neighbours in the informal neighbourhood where he grew up, and to his new wife,
son and house, which was still under construction, in an expansion neighbourhood. Salomao
remained a regular contact. We would meet for a walk and a meal and I would discuss with him
my ongoing impressions, suppositions and doubts. He would explain, refer to local literature and
supplement my cases with similar or contrasting ones from his own life, family or neighbourhood.

Ada came later. | met her six months into the fieldwork, through a cousin of mine who visited
me in Maputo’ and struck up a conversation with Ada in a restaurant. If my meetings with
Saloméao were like brackets of reflection, my time spent with Ada was unfiltered experience.
Ada was my access to all of the zones of undefinition: she simultaneously confirmed and upended
my understandings of gender roles, of the home-street division and of the split city. She belonged
to no categories. A challenging friend, she threw me straight into the world of petty bureaucratic
corruption. And with her, there was no avoidance of bars and parties. While this did not place
me in predictably uncomfortable situations, because with Ada [ was safe from harassment, it did
take me into unexpected and sometimes unwanted corners of the night - and into intense
arguments with her. The fact was that the only dangerous thing around Ada was Ada.

While Ada took me in and out of the city centre with the same flowing, easy movement, |
independently entered circles that were exclusively and always there. One was the expat
community, which | met via my son’s international preschool. The other was comprised of local
residents who [ met through the architecture school, an institutional partner in the MCU project.
Both these circles offered me direct experience of the broader composition of the city and a
(conflicted) break from the field when I spent the occasional evening with them. They also
offered me knowledge derived from their own work and their longer acquaintance with the city
and the country. Importantly, it was through these circles that | gained access to the local
employees of the school and of their households, who became informants in the present
ethnography. One last access to city centre residents came later through Nikolas, who after we
separated made friends with a mixed circle of expats and local elite, offering me another glimpse
of the social structures of Maputo.

If these were connections and experiences restricted to the field, the MCU was not. It has
been and still is a sort of “external hard disk-cum-analysis software” that continuously broadens
my understanding, background knowledge and disciplinary perspectives, making me attentive to
aspects of the field that I wouldn’t have noticed, places | wouldn’t have seen and details of my
own work that | wouldn’t have been able to appreciate and connect. Despite the fact that I

ended up with an interest that differed in many ways from the overall project’s original questions,

explanations, provoking either a shift in the language of the conversation or getting an account of what had been
said.

5 A filmmaker who was adapting a novel by the Mozambican author Paulina Chiziane.
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their role has been essential, precisely because it has forced to me attend to everything beyond

the women’s lives within the houses of Claro do Lichanga that absorbed me so much.

The neighbourhood in the city, the city in the country, the

country in history...

Claro do Lichanga® is a neighbourhood that, like others in Maputo, was originally occupied
in the very late colonial period, in the wake of the independence movement (Jenkins 2000).
The groups native to the Maputo area were speakers of Changana (Feliciano 1998), which is
today the main language spoken in the neighbourhood (followed by Ronga, although they are
extremely similar dialects and cross-fertilised to a degree that makes it often impossible even for
speakers themselves to differentiate between them). Nowadays, newcomers from other parts of
Mozambique or Africa learn to speak Changana, which marks and maintains its predominance.
The vast majority of residents are from the province of Gaza, to the north, constituting
approximately 90% of the population of the neighbourhood (Bérnard da Costa 2007, senso
2017). Gaza itself is a patchwork of different ethnic groups who share a common language
family and lineage system, which, naturally enough, is the system that predominates today in the
neighbourhood.

The post-independence socialist government promised a new era of progress, prosperity and
national integration, and people from all over the country wanted to be close to the centre of
power when it happened (Newitt 1995). They came, most of them from places nearby, and
settled in the immediate outskirts of the capital. Several of the residents of CL, talking about
that time, told me that sending their children to school, which was finally open to all, ranked
high among their reasons for coming to the city’. The importance that residents give to education
is evident in the fact that children are raised in Portuguese, being exclusively addressed in this
language to ensure their proficiency when they reach school age. They learn Changana through
passive listening and only become fluent in it several years later. Even though this has been the
case for the past two generations, the residents of CL speak and eventually tend to prefer
Changana in all of their informal interactions.

Besides education, the socialist state had ambitions of regularising and urbanising previously
informal land-use in the city. Land was declared the property of the state, with use rights
devolved to citizens though these had to be formalised and documented. Residents of informal
areas living in previously unofficial reed houses, now acquired a deed of use from the government

(Andersen et al 2015). On top of documentation, a pilot regulation project was executed in

6 Anonymised to protect informants and avoid the potential generality of these particular stories.

7 I ran a survey about the origins and the future of the neighborhood and interviewed 36 households.
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1976-1978 in a neighbourhood bordering CL., where land was parcelled into regular plots and
unpaved access roads were laid according to norms defining the distance between house and
road. This model was imported to CL. and other reed areas by municipal projects, NGOs and
by residents themselves in the following years (Saevfors 1986). The civil war that followed
independence and lasted for 12 years had a devastating effect on the countryside and on the
country’s economy and subsistence. This provoked a new wave of migration to the capital and,
concomitantly, the arrival of foreign aid. At this point, it was an NGO that reordered the
neighbourhood, parcelling plots out to accommodate the newcomers (but the residents that recall
it tell it as if it had been president Samora himself, who descended and redistributed the land).
A third wave of residents arrived in 2000, in the aftermath of a flood, although the majority of
the displaced went to other, more distant suburbs. CL. was already quite densely populated by
this time, most plots had been halved to 10x15m2 and were thoroughly occupied by cement-
block constructions, which are not as easily repositioned as reed.

Indeed, one of the main reasons for the change from reed to cement is precisely the security
that the latter is understood to grant. During the colonial period, the native population was
forbidden from building with durable materials in the colonial capital, then known as Lourenco
Marques, to ensure the possibility of their immediate removal as the authorities saw fit (Morton
2019). The rural migrants that came to work in the harbour, on the railways, or in the houses
of the Portuguese settlers, built their houses out of reed in the zones around the city centre
(Lage 2018), which was surrounded by a cordon sanitaire defending its exclusively white
residents (Penvenne 1995). These two forms of occupation characterised Lourengo Marques
as a capital composed of two cities: the reed city [ czdade de canico] and the cement city [ cidade
de cimento). Reed constructions were deemed primitive and inadequate by the colonial power,
and seen as inimical to the urbanised and civilised image of the capital, but nonetheless fit for
the native population. This deprecatory characterisation of traditional constructions has had
some Impact on residents’ notions of what constitutes a good construction. Mostly, though, it is
the fact that reed formerly denoted an illegitimate land occupation that has made cement-block
houses so valued in the periphery. Today, Claro do Lichanga has virtually no reed and if the
material is used it is mainly as a temporary solution during the building process.

Some scholars have argued that the poor population of Maputo is barely urbanised, and
because of their exclusion from urban infrastructures and urban logics of production, they simply
reproduce rural lifestyles in the outskirts of the city (e.g. Ela 1983). Distancing myself from this
position, | argue that the residents of peri-urban areas produce alternative urban lives that are
based on different logics, depend on different resources and produce different desires from those
found in rural areas. This is a point that will be clearly made throughout the dissertation, as I
show how residents of Claro do Lichanga produce and live alternative urban lives. These specific
ways of life are nonetheless recognisably embedded in traditional rural lifestyles and aspects of

them can be traced back to descriptions of villages in late-19" century Gaza.
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This was the time when the Portuguese, who had established themselves in the North of the
country as early as the 15" century and maintained annual trading visits with the South for the
past two centuries, decided to occupy it, for fear of losing out to the British or French it.
Lourenco Marques was the result of their efforts (Lage 2018; Sumich 2018), as was the
domination of the Gaza Empire with the arrest and execution of their legendary leader
Ngungunhana (Newitt 1995; Khosa 1987). Lourenco Marques remained a village for nearly a
century, but during this time, missionaries settled in the countryside, producing the first accounts
of the social organisation of the Thonga - a denomination that encompasses all clans from the
Gaza region, used first by the Zulus and later by the Europeans (Junod 1912).

Unlike the Northern part of Mozambique, which is traditionally matrilineal and matrilocal,
the South of Mozambique was composed, when the missionaries arrived, of patrilineal and
polygynous clans whose members were held to be descended from a common ancestor. They
practised subsistence agriculture and stock-rearing. In the traditional social organisation, a man,
usually the eldest of a set of siblings, represented each village of agnatic clusters. His younger
brothers and his sons lived with him, and his daughters were married out, so a woman moved
from belonging to her father’s kin to being incorporated into her husband’s kin. This meant that
all the women in a village (with the exception of unmarried girls) were originally outsiders. Their
integration into the village was achieved gradually, through the wedding ritual, the payment of
the bride price, the building of a hut, the bearing of children and the assumption of a role in the
village order.

Women in rural villages tended and still tend gardens, where they cultivate peanuts, maize,
and other vegetables and cereals. In the past, they raised poultry and the newly introduced pigs,
while the men tended the cattle, made and fixed tools, and sewed. Men were also responsible
for building (a regular event when houses are made of organic material), but the maintenance
of the houses was the women’s responsibility, as was everything related to the daily flow of the
village: cleaning, fetching water or firewood, cooking, etc. Men, in turn, were responsible for
visiting other villages, making contracts, collecting unpaid debts, and resolving internal conflicts,
often as part of a council (Junod 1912). In contemporary Maputo, families assemble when there
are conflicts, intervening in cases of domestic violence, separations and impending divorces, and
elders are called upon to represent wrongdoers and to mediate demands over unpaid debts and
unfulfilled promises.

In Claro do Lichanga, plots have become too small to cultivate a garden. The older
generation of women, the ones that arrived first, used to have them, but now they have either
moved them outside the city, or they purchase the produce they need. Many women of the
second generation of residents would like to have a garden, and envision a future in a plot with
space for it. Some of the former residents that I visited had gardens in the backyards of their
houses. The grandchildren of first-comers, however, seemed less inclined to work the fields, and

spoke of other priorities for their future houses. With or without gardens, women in CL cleaned,
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carried water, washed, shopped, cooked and took care of the children. Some of them also
attended school and many worked in paid labour, often being periodic providers for the family.

Ideally, though, it is the men who bear financial responsibility for the household. If in rural
settings they took care of sales, trades and marriage contracts, in Maputo they work in a wider
array of potentially profitable activities. It is very common for men to work in South Africa, an
endeavour that carries prestige and the promise of prosperity. When the colonial power shifted
the administration from Mozambique Island to Lourenco Marques, in 1898, it was with the aim
of taking part in the export of gold from South Africa. In exchange for the role of transporting
it through the country and shipping it away, the Portuguese offered a native workforce for the
mines (Newitt 1995). Since this time, young men have engaged in labour migration to South
Africa, introducing a cash economy into the South of Mozambique and attaching symbolic value
to the practice of displaying and distributing their earnings upon return (Junod 1912; Penvenne
1995). Most of the women that [ met had a male relative or husband working and living in
South Africa - often nowadays, in sectors completely unrelated to mining. South Africa today
stands in the local imaginary as a place of opportunity, of entrepreneurial experiments and of
profitable trade. This is no longer an exclusively male space, and women with a bent for
economic endeavours make a living importing South-African products. Known as muqueiristas,
these women carry out the entire process of buying, transporting and selling by foot and on
public transport.

But work is also sought in the city centre. Settlers during colonial times employed nearly
exclusively male labour in Mozambique (Penvenne 1995). Many men moved to Lourenco
Marques and left their families behind, and there they either lived in an individual reed house
or lodged with their employers. Domestic work still figures as a typical form of employment for
men, though mostly as guards, gardeners, drivers and clothes ironers. After independence,
Portuguese households in the city centre were replaced by a Mozambican elite and by European
development workers, representing a significant change in the employers’ profile. They still made
use of domestic help, but unlike the Portuguese, they did not object to employing women, and
today they are most regularly preferred as cooks, cleaners and nannies in affluent homes.

Though the residents have changed, the divide between the two cities remains. The reed
city 1s now composed of self-built cement-block houses, and the centre is no longer exclusively
white nor Portuguese. Yet, residents of each of these areas live fundamentally different lives and
have radically different access to resources and opportunities. The population in Claro do
Lichanga make businesses, projects and plans that often orbit around the residents of the city
centre. When they do engage, they tend to maintain a relationship in which one part partially
ignores the other’s reality. Despite an ongoing and underlying dependence between residents of
the former reed neighbourhood and the cement centre, the divide is continuously reproduced
and for many residents of both sides, Maputo remains an instantiation of the tale of the split

city.
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Analytical framework

Difference and dependence

Difference and dependence are notions that run through the entirety of this thesis, as they
are central to local sociality. Thus, they structure my analysis of kinship, alliance, work
relationships, the urban landscape and the place that Maputo, Mozambique and, to a certain
extent, Africa occupy in a broader global context. Difference in this thesis is the necessary
recognition of the unequal positions and status that different parties occupy in relationships, and
dependence is the quality of relational ties.

In my analysis, marriage dynamics in Claro do Lichanga fit remarkably well with classic
alliance theory (Lévi-Strauss 1967), which, on reflection, probably has something to do with the
strong emphasis on structuralism of my education. Still, however much my presentation of the
role and place of the wife echoes 7he Elementary Structures of Kinship, the way Claude Lévi-
Strauss theorised difference is not sufficient to cover the role it plays in my analysis. Lévi-Strauss
was primarily interested in uncovering the mental structures that organised the social world. He
relied on a theory of human cognition as a mathematical process of binary association. The social
world, it follows, takes shape in the process of analogical compositions that produce conceptual
difference - 1.e. that define categories in a binary relation of relative difference and similarity to
other categories. Lévi-straussian social structure is thus, despite the mythological highs and lows,
flat: that is, it is not predicated on power. Claro do Lichanga’s social landscape, in contrast, is
hierarchical. It more resembles Louis Dumont’s description of the Pralamai Kallars (1971).
Dumont shows how hierarchy, rather than being solely based on linear domination, is embedded
in an understanding of society as a whole of which the different hierarchical positions are parts.
Hierarchy thus emerges from a consensus of values and ideas that is essential for social life. In
unpacking the caste system and notions of pure and impure, Dumont makes a double
contribution to structuralism: first, he introduces the notion of value (cf. Graeber 2001) and thus
the possibility of analysing social difference; and second, he accounts for the ideological
component shaping social structures. In an implicit way, my analysis relies on the Dumontian
contribution to structuralism insofar as it shows that social dynamics are structured by an implicit
hierarchical 1deology that positions people in terms of differentiated social value in relation to
each other.

Hierarchy necessarily introduces the dimension of power. [ discuss power directly when
looking at work relationships and their potential to become a total form of domination in chapter
4, and | address it tangentially throughout the analysis precisely by tying difference to the notion
of dependence and looking at its manifestations as authority, status, influence, subservience and
resistance. While dependence appeared in my analytical efforts as a way to understand the bond

that people in hierarchically different positions weave with each other, the notion was actually
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introduced in social exchange theories with the goal of accounting for power (Cook et al. 2018).
In such approaches, dependence is addressed as a defining aspect of power relations, in which
one part mediates the goals of another and both parts are interested in controlling the other’s
conduct so as to achieve their goal. Materialist from the outset, Richard Emerson (1962), Peter
Blau (1964) and subsequent scholars (e.g. Molm 1985) set out to develop a general theory of
dependence, whose sphere of application ranged from the emotional and psychological to
institutionalised power, and from interpersonal to political contexts. Implicitly founded on a
rational choice approach, these analyses helped effect an important shift from an understanding
of power as an attribute to seeing power as a relation, and, specifically, as a relationship of
dependence. The theory's focus on power as control over resources, and of social difference as
product of such control is, however, analytically distinct from my own.

Difference, in my analysis, should not be reduced to a simple product of economic inequality,
and dependence must not be seen as a direct causal consequence of differential access to
resources. Social hierarchy is much more than merely economic; it is an underlying pattern of
the social fabric, a pattern that simultaneously orders and constitutes people and their relational
positions. To understand the warp and weft of this fabric, [ rely on James Ferguson’s historically-
grounded analysis of social relationships of dependence in South and Central East Africa, which
takes its starting point in classic theories of dependency and their critiques to account for the
impact of market society in Southern Africa (Ferguson 2013). Dependency theories are well-
established in development and socioeconomic studies, coming as a reaction to earlier
developmentalist (i.e. social evolutionist) approaches that perceived the condition of poor
countries as a consequence of their pre-modern condition (Friedmann and Wayne 1977). Andre
Gunder Frank was the most prominent scholar to address international dependency from a
historical-materialist perspective in the 1960s. He showed how relationships between nations
have been built and are maintained in a structural relationship of exploitation (e.g. Frank 1966,
1969, 1998), often assumed to correlate with internal socioeconomic inequality,
underdevelopment, authoritarian and unstable regimes, and corruption (Schmitter 1971;
Cardoso 1971; Rodney 1972). Here, dependency is a structural problem that results from
colonisation and the further expansion of capitalism in the form of primitive accumulation; and
internal relationships of exploitation are a consequence of this structure. This link has been
discredited by other development and socioeconomic studies (e.g. Kaufman et al 1975), but its
influence can still be seen in general public perceptions of “the problems of underdeveloped
countries”. Ferguson’s analysis, in turn, moves away from a rigid understanding of dependency
as structural inequality and accounts instead for the way in which social relationships of
dependence are produced, calling it a “mode of action”. The concept is borrowed from Jean-
Francois Bayart, who introduced it as a direct critique of the theories of dependency that
dominated African studies up to the turn of the millennium (2000). Bayart argues, in a rather

incisive way, for the recognition of the role of so-called underdeveloped countries in their own
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history. Dependency, according to him, is less a structural matter, than a historical praxis, and
African states, institutions and people have actively sought and produced their international
position, often to their advantage (ibid:218-9). Ferguson employs the concept to look at the
implications of the adoption of a market economy in a region where social membership has
always been predicated on hierarchical bonds, and work relationships have been constructed on
the basis of interpersonal dependence.

My ethnography, which presents a social fabric in which dependence is actively produced
within hierarchical structures, adopts the idea of the phenomenon as a mode of action, not in
the provocative way suggested by Bayart, but in Ferguson’s more sensitive use. This mode of
action is a fruitful way to understand not only the premises of work relationships (or institutional
and international ones), as Ferguson has done, but potentially all relational bonds. Agreeing
with and developing his analysis, | show how people are produced through these relationships
and strive to occupy not the highest place in the hierarchy, but the appropriate one, and how in
this movement, they constitute themselves within the social order.

Difference and dependence, when interwoven, are the nexus that allows me to adopt, refute
or rethink established theoretical approaches to each of the elements that compose this
ethnography. I thus consider how difference and dependence come to shape local personal and
impersonal relationships, look at how they affect understandings of relatedness (cf. Schneider
1984; Carsten 1997) and the local production of personhood (cf. Nielsen 2008), accounting
for the racial and gendered elements in this production. [ discuss how they reaffirm and nuance
previous descriptions of Maputo’s social landscape, reflecting on their role in local reformulations
of universal ideals of freedom, prosperity and scientific knowledge (cf. Tsing 2004). This nexus

also demands a reconceptualization of intimacy.

Intimacy

The choice of engaging with intimacy as an analytical concept was not taken without
reticence. First, [ was concerned that intimacy is strongly connected to late modern Western
middle-class imaginaries surrounding the affective nature of domestic constellations - imaginaries
that are at odds with what [ found in my field. Second, the term was never used or referred to
by my interlocutors, except indirectly, via vaguely related expressions such as “always being
together” or “part of the household”. And finally, the concept of intimacy is inherently
ambiguous, full of implicit connotations and often too broadly defined. Despite these
considerations, the topics that | engage with in my analysis resonate with and challenge general
understandings of the term and can perhaps provide fruitful reflections on its use. Since I use it
as an underlying lens in the chapters that follow, a preliminary explanation of my use of the term

1s called for.
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Intimacy concerns a personal or interpersonal experience that needs to be separated from a
broader social context (cf. Davis 1973). This broad definition underlies a general insistence on
defining intimacy as a sociological rather than a psychological phenomenon. Still, the concept of
intimacy in sociology and anthropology was up until recently implicitly or explicitly infused with
psychological definitions, which were, in turn, anchored in specific Western ideas about the
human constitution. While anthropological knowledge flagging cultural and social diversity was
taken into account, ponderations on the nature of intimacy, up until the 1990s, could not escape
the idea that the phenomenon was necessarily about the possibility of expressing or being fully
oneself in an inter- or intrapersonal relationship.

The entanglement 1s etymological: intimacy, deriving from the Latin intimare, means “to call
out that which is innermost” (Onions 1966). Thus, a range of conceptualisations addressed the
conditions and motivations of revealing oneself to an other. Intimacy has been ranked from
circumstantial to permanent relationships, or from the weakest to the strongest degrees of trust
and emotional attachment (Palisi 1966; du Bois 1974). It has been categorised in different types
of relationships, differentiating between lovers, spouses, friends and siblings (Davis 1973). It
has also been contextualised, classically within either pre-industrial, or traditional societies with
more rigid social roles, or democratic, modern societies with higher degree of individual freedom
(Eisenstadt 1956; Ramsey 1968; Paine 1974; Leyton 1972). Descriptions of intimacy as “a
space free from society” (Naegeler 1958), a “game-free relationship” (Oden 1974), a space
free from masks, where people build authentic and personal relationships founded on trust
dominate both classic scholarly work and popular psychology up to the present day. They vaguely
refract ideas reaching back to Aristotle’s ideal friendship as a virtue (Aristotle 304BCE; Terian
1981:21), William James ‘continuum from intimate to foreign (1906) and Martin Buber’s “I
and Thou ideal” as a relationship between whole persons that is not circumscribed by norms
(1937). They also attempt to account for the apparent human need (a “requirement for survival”
cf. Dahms 1972) to establish spaces of interpersonal attachment. This contextualisation and the
assumptions connected to it carry over into later analyses of intimacy, as is clear in Anthony
Gidden’s work (1992), where he traces the development of this form of relationship throughout
European history and shows how democratic, egalitarian societies promote the conditions for
pure intimacy to flourish. Giddens’ major contribution is recognising that it is not the protection
from the public sphere, but the intrusion of its values into the private sphere that comes to define
the type of intimacy that can be produced. Focused primarily on marital relationships, Gidden’s
definition shows that the penetration of democratic and egalitarian ideals into the private sphere
has produced a space in which individuals can be their authentic selves in freely-chosen bonds
built on mutual affection and trust.

Giddens’ analysis unifies and challenges previous work on the topic, but, being focused on
Europe, it does not address some of the issues with the transposition of the concept to other

contexts. Classically, intimacy in the context of sub-Saharan Africa has been perceived as either
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lacking or something radically other, often leaning towards the contractual, normative or
prescribed (e.g. Junod 1912, Radcliffe-Brown 1952). There is also a general assumption that
intimate space in an African context, is a prejudicial space that requires intervention to prevent
domestic sexual violence, infibulation and circumcision, child-marriage and HIV contamination
(e.g. Nakyazze 2020; Manyaapelo 2019). Contemporary anthropological studies have,
however, managed to rethink categories related to intimacy, such as love, sex, kinship and

friendship, in order to account for what has previously been labelled as transactional, coercive

or violent in Africa (Shipton 2007; Archbaum 2013, 2015; Howana 2012; Manuel 2014;
Groes-Green 2011; Cole and Thomas 2010; Porter 2017) and elsewhere (e.g. Rebuhn 1999;
Hochschild 2003; Hoefinger 2013). I align myself with these approaches and include
hierarchical difference and dependence, with their prescriptions and transactions, in my
understanding of intimacy, without losing sight of emotional attachment and feelings.

The turning point for the dominant scholarly conceptualisation of intimacy was its
disentangling from the notion of an authentic self. This was in large part accomplished by feminist
studies that, benefitting from Giddens’ contribution, denounced the intimate, domestic or private
spaces as normative constructions defined by moral values and political regulations, and thus, a
social construction that produces the idea of a free, real, authentic person (Povinelli 2006;
Selickoglu and Zengin 2015; Blatterer 2018). This shift is especially relevant in the case of this
dissertation, which sets out to analyse a context that does not operate with the premise of two
distinct domains (intimate and public) or with the division between the social persona and the
authentic self. Intimacy in my field has nothing to do with being oneself around another person.
Rather, it is grounded in everyday experiences, such as sharing clothes, rooms, or beds; in being
naked or changing together; in physical contact; in cooking and commensality; or in
demonstrations of care, pride or shared joy. Intimacy is also proper to gossip, competition, and
the hiding (and discovering) of secrets, money and objects.

Intimacy, in sum, consists in events of partial exposure and vulnerability that produce or
reaffirm attachment and potentially, ties of care, duty and dependence. These events, rather
than marking a gradual progression towards openness, trust and genuine interpenetration of
selves (cf. Oden 1974:3), aim at balancing an optimal degree of distance, concealment and
exposure. In this form of intimacy, knowing one another’s inner reality is not a goal, and neither
full trust nor full disclosure are desired. And those things that one may wish to hide are not
understood as aspects of one’s personality or character that correspond to true, inner selves.
Therefore, specifically relevant for my analysis is work that accounts for the ambiguity of intimate
relationships: they may be both reliable and unpredictable or potentially violent, offering both
security and danger (Besnier 2015; Palisi 1966). Equally important are theoretical insights that
highlight secrecy, distance and concealment as an inherent part of intimate relationships (Simmel
1906; Geschiere 2013; Shapiro 2015) and that focus on the experience of intimacy as an event
rather than a defined sphere (Shapiro 2015). Yet, my analysis differs from these: while Simmel
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looks at actual intimate practices (in a generalising and hypothetical way), he focuses on
relationships between equal peers. While Geschiere accounts for the danger of intimate
relationships as a refraction of the inherently dual nature of human feelings, intentions and
actions, he does not address actual intimate events but looks at the narratives produced around
them, often circulating in non-intimate spaces. And Shapiro focuses on flowy, unbinding
connections produced in an intimate event, while I look at the binding properties of intimacy.
Intimacy in this thesis, in sum, is structuring of hierarchical relationships, marking difference
and producing dependent relationships that, in turn, (re)produce intimacy. In fact, dependence
understood as a mode of action 1s productive of intimate relationships because intimacy here is
about being able to trust the relationship, not the other person. It relies therefore on the correct

performance of these bonds. In short, it is composed of actions.

Personhood

These intimate relationships of dependence come to form and compose men and women,
and so the notion of the person is a central aspect of the analysis in this thesis. While my
ethnography agrees with most established theories concerning personhood in Africa, it also
demands a more specific framework that is capable of encompassing the gendered and racial
dynamics that were at play in Claro do Lichanga. More importantly, it calls for theories that
account for difference as a necessary element for the emergence of the social person (cf. Bastide
1973; Dumont 1971), and that distance themselves from Western notions of the individual as
an autonomous self, seeking instead to make room for dependence and plurality (cf. Gluckman
1963; Miers and Kopytoff 1977; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991).

In this regard, I believe that the most influential work on personhood within anthropology 1s
still Marcel Mauss’s lecture on the notion of the person from 1938: Une categorie de l'esprit
humain: la notion de personne, celle de mor. In a sophisticated approach to Durkheim’s Aomo
duplex, Mauss proposes that the individual person has been wrongly attributed universal
existence, and that it in fact must always be carved out of a primary background of indistinction
in order to become a moral, legal and logical category. Mauss traces the self [ moi] as a subject
of social history and in so doing, presents us with a sample of the broad cultural-historical
variation of the notion of person, while simultaneously pinning down the individual as a specific
Western and modern phenomenon. Since then, it has been widely recognised that the notion of
the individual 1s tightly connected to the emergence of the modern nation-state, and that western
personhood, which is produced by contract in the free association of individuals, is often
markedly different from non-western forms of personhood. The latter, in contrast, may be
acquired in the processual production of social status (Kuper 1988), and are thereby inherently
relational. Such relationality of personhood was recognised in early writings of Lucien Lévy-

Bruhl, who contrasted European and “primitive” conceptions of the person saying that “we see
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an individual where they see relations” and described the “primitive person” as “a place of
participations” (1927). Despite the problematic nature of his assumptions regarding primitive
thought, his reflections on participatory personhood have remained an ongoing source of
anthropological inspiration (cf. Goldman 1996). The matter still constitutes an analytical
problem, not only for social scientists but for societies themselves because, in the words of Lévi-
Strauss, the person is always “fragmented in[to] multiple elements that resist synthesis”
(1977:11)%. Multiple approaches to the relationality of human beings and the variety of cultural
forms of “synthesis” have proliferated since Lévy-Bruhl, in the work of, inter alia, Maurice
Leenhardt 1947, Roy Wagner 1991, Marilyn Strathern 1988, and Eduardo Viveiros de Castro
1996, but they are far from having exhausted the topic.

In this thesis, my understanding of the processual production of personhood in Claro do
Lichanga in its moral, cosmological and political aspects relies on such insights, and especially,
on Roger Bastide's work (1973). In his contribution to La notion de personne en Afrique noire
(Dieterlen 1973), he shows that the person in Africa is carved out against two basic anti-
principles of individuation: the plurality of elements constitutive of the person and the individual
subject’s fusion in his own alterity. These anti-principles are conditioning of the process, and the
person as a unity is thus a form that emerges in the balance of heterogenous elements (ibid:41).
With no ambition to add to Bastide’s theoretical formulation, my ethnography echoes his analysis
and shows that relationships of hierarchical difference (husband-wife, boss-employee) are both
constitutive of the person and that which defines her, and that the multiple elements that

compose her are balanced through repeated ritual and daily practices.

Identity

To understand the collective fundament of this ethnography from which personhood is carved
out and in which it is embedded, we must look at the specific aspects of political history and
gender norms in Southern Mozambique that shaped the collectivities with which women and
men in Claro do Lichanga identified, and the identities which they are ascribed. I am not alone
in having drawn inspiration from the understanding of the relational person that springs from
Dieterlen's collection, often described as a communitarian, collective or composite personhood
(Fortes 1973; La Fontaine 1985; Lienhardt 1985),. In fact, the work of Bastide and his
colleagues is not only useful for understanding processes of individuation, but their emphasis on
the collective has been used, across the continent and its diaspora, to understand processes that

situate the person within forms of political and cultural identity (e.g. Corin 1998; Goldman
1996, 2012, 2015).

8 Translated from Fl’(‘)ﬂCl’l.
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. POLITICAL MEMBERSHIP

The notion of communitarian personhood, still very much present in African philosophy and
postcolonial theory (e.g., Gyekye 1987; Menkiti 2004; Masolo 2004), had a strong political
impact in the decolonisation struggle, giving rise to important ideological aspects of the Afro-
socialist regimes that were implemented in twenty-six African countries in the aftermath of
independence. Built upon W. E. B. Du Bois’ Pan-Africanism, Leopold Sedar Senghor’s
négritude and Kwame Nkrumah’s African personality, the African socialist movement
ideologically inverted racial hierarchies and promulgated the “African organic integration of
community and self” against the individual alienation of Western ways (Irele 1990). Policies
such as Julius Nyerere’s familyhood-based village scheme [wjamaa] were manifestations of
political ideologies that perceived the socialist revolution to be a primarily moral, rather than
economic, question.

In Mozambique, this was underpinned by the party’s adoption of the Soviet model of social
engineering with the promulgation of the image of the New Man [Aomem novo]. The socialist
idea of reshaping society was founded on the premise of producing a new citizen, morally and
psychologically superior to all previous existing models of citizens. The New Man thus
constituted a political project of radical thought reform where old ideas were to be replaced with
new ones (Cheng 2009:2-4). In Mozambique, the old colonial subject was to be replaced by
the new modern, rational, national citizen, who, unlike the exploitative Westerner, worked for
the collective good (Zawangoni 2007). Taking Mikhael Suslov’s declaration that the New Man
was “the most important component” of the socialist endeavour (Suslov in Heller 1988:43) to
heart, the independent Mozambican government declared it to be the central pillar of the
Mozambican national building project, which relied on shaping a moral relationship of identity
between citizens and the nation, the latter embodied in the Party (Sumich 2021). Central to

the project was a transformation of the humiliated colonial subject into a self-reliant, equal

member of the global order (Meneses 2015).

The New Man ideological project of Frelimo’ also included reshaping the place of the woman
in Mozambican society (Arnfred 2012). With the goal of integrating this half of the population
into the nation-building project, the party condemned tribalism and all forms of subnational
belonging as part of its campaign against polygyny and the /lobolo”. These they portrayed as
expressions of the exploitation of women, without really hiding that what they actually opposed
was their being performed within the domestic sphere instead of the communal villages of the
socialist state (Machel 1973:27 in Santana 2016). Clothed in a discourse of emancipation, the

new Mozambican woman was depicted in public speeches and in the lyrics of the Mozambican

9 Ruling party since independence, acronym that stands for Mozambican Liberation Front (Frente de Liberacao
Mocambicana).
10 Traditional wedding with payment of bride wealth
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Woman'’s anthem as “the New Man’s inseparable companion” and “the producer and nurturer
of the combatants”. Emancipation was not meant to be confused with autonomy and gender
equality, nor give license to immoral behaviour. Women, according to the Party’s vision, were
more than welcome to fight for the nation and take up jobs, but they were also meant to marry,
bear and raise children, and feed and serve their husbands in the home (Machel 1974; Santana
2016).

The reach of this gendered national identity beyond the scope of the urban elite was, by the
time | got to the field, only evident during moments of national celebration. In Maputo’s
periphery, the markers of what constituted a new man had very little relevance to people’s self-
perception. Traditional customs and beliefs were widely practised and valued, not least the
lobolo, which had central importance in the production of marriage and of complete men and
women (cf. Bagnol 2006). Old racial hierarchies were prevalent and comparisons that
diminished black people were routinely made. Nationality was rarely used to describe the
population in general terms, and rather than “Mozambicans”, the terms “Africans” and “blacks”
[ negros] were typically preferred in these circumstances. Remarkably, in what | interpret it to
be an explicitly negative identification with abstract racial and national forms of belonging,
identity with these categories was often implicitly downplayed by the speaker, who typically
employed the third person plural, thereby excluding themselves from the described group. So, a
father of thirteen children would explain the role of offspring in their culture by saying “Africans

are only good at making children, that 1s all that they've got”.
II. ABSTRACT COLLECTIVITIES AND CONCRETE IDENTIFICATION

Such discursive strategies can be seen as a manifestation of what Franz Fanon describes as
the black subject's efforts to distance himself from the inferior category with which has been
forced to identify. Fanon describes the black person [/e négre] as the product of colonial
violence, a category of domination that calls the racialised person into being per se and forces
him to identify himself with a category of inferiority. The effects of this violence were present in
my field, and the ideological reversal of racial hierarchies and the empowerment of African
subjects has not effectively erased them. Acknowledging that, I deliberately choose to make
these categories visible and account for their permanence. | employ throughout the thesis the
racial terms that the residents of Claro do Lichanga used, which were whites [ branco/mulungo]
and blacks [ negros]. | also adopt 'Africans' rather than 'Mozambicans' in accordance with emic
use, which, while reflecting the weakness of the nation-state project in the field, is a usage that
should not be read as a dismissal of the plurality of African cultures and ethnicities. If anything,
it reveals my own hope that the local choice of the term is a sign that Pan-Africanist movements
might have had some impact.

Yet, the refusal to identify positively with these abstract categories has deeper implications

for my analysis and is connected to other aspects of local sociality and notions of the person.
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This 1s because the person in Maputo’s periphery differs from the relational, partial person in
Melanesia (cf. Strathern 1988; Wagner 1991), from the Amerindian perspective-relative,
posthuman category of personhood (Viveiros de Castro 1996) and to an extent, from analyses
of the local composite person (Nielsen 2008). For my interlocutors, interactions with non-
intimates typically go unrecognised, impersonal exchanges are ideally not reciprocal, and people
discursively refuse to let themselves be identified by any of these impersonal relations. Departing
from the domestic sphere, this thesis shows that personhood is constructed in intimate, enduring
bonds of obligation and unequal reciprocity that position people in hierarchical relational
positions.

These intimate bonds are part of their personal constitution, and they literally become wife
of ... or mother of .... Here, the relationship between person and name is not one of
denomination, but of direct identity; i.e., the name s the person (Bérnard da Costa 2004).
Identity between members of a genealogical lineage is not only relational, but often total, as in
the case of namesakes (idem; Pina-Cabral 2010). Moreover, these bonds constitute their sense
of belonging to a collective constructed out of kinship networks and places of origin (cf. Bérnard
da Costa 2007). Importantly, the term belonging carries the sense of both being part of a group
and of being, in a sense, the property of a group (cf. Meyers and Kopytoff 1977), which marks
the strictly personal character of these relationships. Thus, the thesis presents a social landscape
in which, while personal relationships are fully determinant, general categories are always
rejected — including, interestingly, gender categories. Women spoke of “women” in the same
self-excluding way that they spoke of men, Africans and blacks.

Partly for this reason, it 1s important to stress that the use of gender categories in African
contexts 1s not straightforward. The subordination of women to men is present in cosmological
orderings and traditional practices reported from various regions across Africa (e.g., Fortes
1973; Richards 1956; Evans-Pritchard 1940). At the same time, mythical androgyny, and/or
indivisible complementarity between men and women (eg. Griaule in Dieterlen 1973; Heritier-
Izard 1973; Junod 1897), combined with highly performative, convention-based gender roles
with broad variation across ethnic groups (cf. Radcliffe-Brown 1952) and with established
possibilities of negotiation and subversion within cultures (eg. Webster 1991) have raised the
question of the extent to which gender is a Western-imposed category that only awkwardly fits
in these contexts (Nzegwu 2004). Without adhering to such postcolonial radical claims of the
non-existence of gender categories, with their attached inequality and discrimination, [ find these
considerations useful to reflect on the differences between Western concerns on the one hand,
and local conceptualisations on the other, which takes me back to the original Maussian insight
that the bounded individual person is a very specific social construct and allows me to
acknowledge that feminist discourse is indeed premised on this specific understanding of the

gendered person.

26



INTRODUCTION

With this in mind, this ethnography will show that gender inequality cannot be locally
understood in terms of economic dependence, lack of bodily autonomy, and reduced rights to
self-definition and self-assertion, as it is broadly presented in feminist discourse, because a
woman is a relational category produced and defined through social practices that shape her
body (cf. Bagnol and Mariano 2009) and person in terms of the position that she occupies in
the constellation of personal, intimate relationships. Without denying either the subordination
of women in my field on the one hand, and their agency and capacity to negotiate and subvert
socially defined positions on the other, | understand female personhood to be a processual social
construct, made through ritual and daily practices that ideally shapes women within a

constellation of intimate bonds of difference.
Privacy and publicity

It is important to state that the domestic space in which intimate bonds were produced did
not correspond to a private sphere. While it was continuously protected from the outside, this
was meant to shield from asocial and unpredictable dangers, rather than the control and the
judging gaze of institutions and the community. None of my informants ever spoke of privacy,
although they spoke of keeping secrets. The things or information that they kept to themselves
were most often not personal per se, and their concealment was not considered a personal right.
On the other hand, the ones from whom secrets were kept were typically intimates. The word
people [gente], in the indefinite, impersonal sense of the term, was used, but they hardly
constituted a public in the sense of a political or social community. Rather, they were presented
as unreliable, unpredictable forces from whom one must hide or avoid being tied to. In this
sense, the outside, or the street, did not constitute a public sphere. And yet, aspects of the home
and the street can appear to correspond to the private and the public respectively. In order to
clarify its differences, a quick definition is appropriate.

Considering that the private-public divide is a configuration specific to modern Western
society and firmly tied up with its familial structures, it is hardly surprising that I did not find it
in my field. The division can be traced back to Greek antiquity in the concepts of oikos and
polis, but its modern version results from the location of production outside of the household, a
development of classic liberalism, famously identified and promoted by Adam Smith (1776),
which is what gave rise to the early bourgeois family. Stripped of its economic function, the
family was allowed to become an emotionally based community, and the home the protected
space of intimacy, in which members could express their individual particularity in free,
disinterested, affective relationships. Even though it fulfils personal needs and wants for
connection, self-expression and safety, the private sphere has been promoted and protected by

liberal democracy (Hegel 1821), where individual self-definition, freedom and autonomy were

required traits in all citizens (Mill 1989 [1859]:16) and ones that should be exercised without
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control from institutions or the gaze from the public. Yet, the dependency of these two spheres
goes beyond the democratic need for autonomous, free citizens. The liberal subject, although
being his true self in intimate relations, needs public recognition in order to exist fully. His
membership of a public is essential; in fact, Hannah Arendt described the need to be seen in
the public arena as the need for ontological security (1958), thereby declaring the public sphere
to be the social space per excellence. Georg Simmel identified the personal requirements for
privacy and recognition as two natural, though conflicting human needs to conceal and to reveal
(1950:330). The modern subject, in sum, produces himself in the intimacy of the home and
shows and asserts himself in the public arena. This is a very specific phenomenon in
postmodernity, where the variety of particular selves produced in the home and claiming public
recognition has grown exponentially, manifesting itself in forms as varied as identity politics (cf.
Frazer’s subaltern counter-public 1990; Zaretzky 2015) and reality shows or social media
exposure (Blatterer 2010).

The public-private configuration is thus particular in various aspects: privacy is seen as the
right to be oneself without the controlling gaze of the public. This implies that the public sphere
1s controlling, and the self that one presents outside the home is not one’s true inner self, but a
more or less curated version of it (Hochschild 2003; Illouz 2007; Markus 2010). Yet, it is the
public self that needs to be seen in order for the person and the world to exist (cf. Arendt 1958).
In Claro do Lichanga, in contrast, the relationships that give a person existence are personal
relationships, produced and cultivated within the domestic sphere. When outside the house,
people desire rather than visibility, partial invisibility, or to be able to move about without being
recognised and without establishing ties. The street in Claro do Lichanga occupies a similar
conceptual space to the bush (Gluckman et al. 1949: 93): neither a European public square
where “private people gather to discuss collective needs” (cf. Habermas 1962) nor the Brazilian
street where social hierarchies and privileges are made visible (cf. DaMatta 1985). It is a space
of unpredictable and treacherous forces that require taming and domestication to become social.
And the household, as the discussion about intimacy demonstrated, is not the emotionally-based
European bourgeois community where free, disinterested, affective ties prevail (cf. Giddens
1992), but the space in which personhood, embedded in hierarchical, personal bonds of
dependence, is constituted. Secrecy and hiding, rather than the exercise of rights to privacy,
happen within the household as means of establishing appropriate distances between members,
which will grant them status and simultaneous protection.

The understanding of the street as the bush is not meant to deny the existence of institutional
associations, democratic and not-so-democratic bodies, political parties or the State. It is only
meant to address the ways in which my informants dealt with the space outside the house, which
is necessary for an understanding of this ethnographic context and central to the ways in which
personhood is constituted. Their presentation of the street reflects traditional cosmological

understandings of the uncultivated space outside the fenced rural village, where natural and
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supernatural forces lived and threatened the social order (West 2005; Howana 1996; Junod
1897), a cosmology that, for a series of political-historical reasons came to be reproduced in
impersonal, or non-domestic interactions in urban spaces. During colonial times, the arbitrary,
gratuitous violence of government procedures towards the native population made the world
hostile, dangerous and highly unpredictable (Penvenne 1995). After independence, honest
ideological plans of nation-state formation quickly transformed into a maintenance of privilege
and power by the new Mozambican elite (Sumich 2018). Political changes did not affect the
vast majority of the population’s daily lives (Cahen 1994), and so they never truly came to take
part in the nation as public citizens (cf. Fanon 1963). Bjern Bertelsen, speaking of Chimoio, a
town in central Mozambique, says that there, the public sphere is spatially separated into the
cement city and the peripheral neighbourhoods. In the latter, boundaries of sociality and state
control do not overlap and the residents have to fall back upon their own resources to deal with
matters of collective interest (2016:239). There, political action occurs in momentary
organisations with a specific purpose that then dissipate (see also Granjo 2010). Discussing this,
however, 1s beyond the scope of this thesis, as is the very relevant debate over how adequate
and realistic it is to import the concept of the public to African contexts (cf. Suleiman 2017).
Here the public /private divide is only relevant in terms of what the home and the street in
Claro do Lichanga are not. The specific ways in which domestic and non-domestic spaces are
made and blurred in this ethnography can, nevertheless, potentially offer food for thought
concerning the possibilities for an inclusive democracy in this social landscape and perhaps help
rethink the broader political scene that always renegotiates and reinvents Western liberal

structures as it imports them.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

The ethnography 1s arranged into five chapters and an epilogue. It begins inside the house,
before expanding into the neighbourhood and then the city, and finally broadening out to
encompass the global