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family offers and prepares the bulk of the food and the groom also contributes a 

significant portion of the meat. 

 
Fig 6.7:  Preparing nsima for the many guests.29 

 As guests arrive at the bride’s family compound, they wait to be served in groups 

divided by gender.  The bride’s family prepares a special portion of the meal in honor of the 

groom, presenting it to him and his entourage in the place where he resided the previous 

night.  The groom then distributes this meal to his entourage as he sees fit.  

                                                 
29 Mabatiro of Sr. Baptista, Nyazoe; August 26, 2007. 
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Fig. 6.8:  Guests awaiting the feast30 
 

 

Celebrating the new couple: offerings to the bride and groom 

  After the food has been served, beer is distributed and the new married couple is 

made to sit on a mat in a central space in the yard.  Two plates are placed before the bride 

and the groom and the guests dance around them, singing celebratory and educational 

songs.  The couple must retain a solemn composure the entire day of mabatiro, keeping their 

posture and facial expressions in line with the gravity of the day’s events.  It is said that if a 

bride or groom smiles or laughs on their wedding day, it is bad luck and they will not be 

smiling and laughing in their years together as a couple.  So, despite all the antics of those 

dancing jovially around them, they cannot join in the celebrations.   

                                                 
30 Mabatiro of Sr. Baptista, Nyazoe; August 26, 2007. 
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Fig 6.9:  The bride and groom sit humbly under a capulana as their guests dance around 
them singing songs and placing offerings in their individual plates.31   
 
 The new couple remains seated in a humble posture under a capulana, listening to 

their guests’ songs as they are showered with flour in celebration.  As the dancers move 

around the couple, they drop offerings of money (usually coins) into the plates in front of 

them.  After the ceremony, the money in each plate is counted and announced publicly.  

The money in the plates is for their own individual use. 

 
Educational songs 

 The songs sung at mabatiro are specific to these events and meant to provide counsel 

for the new couple.  As one elderly woman put it: “unalangwa na nyimbo” or “you will be 

                                                 
31 Mabatiro of Anguista, Nyabirira; May 10, 2008. 
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instructed by the songs.”32  Depending on who initiates and leads these call-and-

response songs, the lyrics express the perspective of either the bride’s or the groom’s 

families. 

 
Songs sung by the bride’s family 

 The songs led by members of the bride’s family instruct the groom to treat his wife 

well or advise the bride how to behave in her husband’s family’s presence.  They may also 

express their lament at losing her to her husband’s kin or express their best wishes for her in 

her new life.  One song often sung by the bride’s relatives contains the following lyrics: 

Ukasvika kweneko …   R% Woenda Yaya! 
When you arrive there    Sister is leaving! 
kialimeyo …     R% Woenda Yaya! 
 to work in the fields there   Sister is leaving! 
kiasinzeyo     . . . .  
to pound grain there    . . . .  
uaite zvinofadza    . . . .  
do pleasing things    . . . .  
uaite zvadiretu    . . . .  
do good things     . . . .  
madzvala hatukwi    . . . .  
mother-in-law is not to be insulted  . . . .  
tedzvala hashorhwi    . . . .  
father-in-law is not to be disrespected  . . . .  
mwamuna hatukwi    . . . .  
husband is not to be insulted33   . . . .  
 
 
While expressing their sadness in losing her, through these lyrics, the bride’s family instructs 

her on how to behave in order to make the relationship work smoothly.   

One song with a single repeated verse more clearly laments the bride’s family’s loss: 

 

                                                 
32 Interview with Maria Zinha; March 20, 2008. 
33 Field notes, Anguista’s mabatiro; March 25, 2008. 
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Yaya woenda!  Nasala naniwo pano? Nasala nchirira!34 
Sister is leaving!  Who am I left behind with here?   I stay behind crying for her! 
 
 
Another song often sung by the bride’s family has a single repeated verse and gives 

instructions to the groom: 

 
Kamutora Celeste, usadzaite ninga bola! 
[You’ve] come to take Celeste, don’t treat her like a ball! 
 

In this song, the bride’s family warns the groom to treat their sister well when he takes her 

to his family’s home.  “Do not treat her like a ball” is used both figuratively and literally, 

entreating the groom to respect her and also warning him not to treat her with violence or 

abuse, “kicking” her around like a ball.  Indeed, while men are given some license to 

exercise some authority over their wives at home, physical violence is frowned upon.   

 
Songs sung by the groom’s family 

  Though all wedding songs are upbeat in terms of rhythm and style, the lyrics of the 

songs sung by the groom’s family have a more markedly celebratory content.  Most of these 

lyrics are even boastful in nature, declaring the family’s happiness at having gained a new 

member.  One song repeats: 

 
Tisekere!   R% Sekere mbale ayua! 35   
Let’s celebrate!         Celebrate!  A sister has arrived! 
 

 

 

                                                 
34 ibid. 
35 Field notes, Sr. Baptista’s mabatiro, Nyazoe; August 27, 2007. 
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In another song the groom’s family boasts: 

 
Tauya dzamutora murora!36 
We have come to take our daughter-in-law! 
 

 
Fig. 6.10:  This couple assumed sexual relations five years before mabatiro and already has a 
toddler by the time the groom was able to gather all the offerings for his bride’s parents.37 
 

Songs of general celebration 

Nem deretu tenepa?    R%  Deretu! 
Isn’t this [done the] right way!?          [It’s done] The right way! 
 

 

 

 
                                                 
36 ibid. 
37 Mabatiro of Sr. Batchi, Nyabirira; May 22, 2007. 
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Final song 

Once the final amounts of money offered to the bride and groom have been tallied and 

publicly announced, a woman will start the final song, signaling the end of the offering 

period:   

 
Wanadenderedzana.  Wali wairi!  R%   Wanadenderedzana! 
They walk together.  They are two!   They walk together! 
 
 
To the refrain of this song, the bride and groom stand up and walk together to the edge of 

the compound where they shake the flour off themselves and the cloth that has been 

covering them. 

 Following the end of the songs, general festivities continue.  There is dancing and 

singing late into the afternoon and sometimes into the night—usually until the harhwa and 

other animating drinks have run out.  The groom will spend one more night at his bride’s 

family’s home.  The next morning, before returning home, he will share the reserved harhwa 

with his bride’s family. 

 
Moving to the groom’s home 

   The groom typically returns home the day after mabatiro and the bride stays behind 

with her relatives for a few more days.  During this period, they make preparations for her 

transfer.  Among other things, the bride’s kin address their ancestral spirits (mizimu), 

notifying them of all that has occurred and asking them to continue watching over and 

protecting her, even when she is away from their home.  Once everything is prepared, the 

bride’s sankhulu accompanies her to the groom’s family’s home.  By that time, the groom 
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has built a house for her in their family’s compound, so she has a place to sleep.  He has 

also built a granary and cooking shelter for her use—the focal point of their new “home.”   

 A central symbol of the bride’s transfer to the groom’s home is makutcha pfiya or, 

transfer of the cooking stones.38  In rural areas of Gorongosa, a cooking fire is created in the 

center of a triad of cooking stones or pfiya together at the center of a cooking house.  In 

food preparation, cooking pots are balanced on the three stones above the fire.   

One interviewee explained the process thus:  “You are taking the house … before she was 

with her mother, cooking, now; she is on her own.  It is like you took the pfiya from there 

and transferred them.”39   

 Emphasizing the hearth as the center of the new relationship between the bride and 

the groom, makutcha pfiya involves a monetary payment from the groom to the bride’s 

mother (about 50-100 MTN) that symbolizes moving cooking stones from her family’s 

home to her new home among her husband’s kin.  Though, normally, the bride’s family 

does not actually carry cooking stones from their home to the groom’s home, this 

transaction symbolizes the transfer of the bride’s domestic labor to the groom’s home, 

effectively creating a new “home” for them.   

 

Gratitude to the sankhulu 

 A man remains indebted to the two sankhulus who helped him negotiate the long 

and complicated process of marriage.  To be chosen as a sankhulu is a great honor, and 

though it involves a long commitment and lots of work, it brings many benefits.  Choosing 

                                                 
38 Interview with Nina; May 17, 2007. 
39 Interview with Nicolão João Baptista; March 12, 2008. 
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a sankhulu is not taken lightly because only through the sankhulu is a marriage possible.  

A young man chooses his two sankhulus on the basis of their reputation for reliability and 

hard work as well as for their intimate relationship of trust.40   

 Sankhulus receive a great deal of respect from a young man and his family.   They are 

received as honored guests among the future groom’s kin, presented with pfundo when 

visiting the groom’s kin, and enjoy continual gifts and offerings far into the future.  One 

man explained to me that he must always give gifts to his sankhulus.  When he passes them 

on the path, he offers them anything that he is carrying, or stops at a stand nearby to buy 

something for them.  He told me, since he has two wives and thus four sankhulus, these 

obligations are overwhelming: “My head is turned from one side to another.”41 

 Though most of these offerings are spontaneous shows of respsect, two formal 

obligations are required to express gratitude to sankhulu.  After the mabatiro event, the groom 

presents both his male and female sankhulu with a substantial gift, such as a chicken, flour 

and a bar of soap, to repay them for their labors.42  After many years of marriage, once the 

husband and wife have had several children together, the groom prepares a feast at his 

home in honor of each of his sankhulus.  In this celebration, the sankhulu are the owners of 

the harhwa and celebration feast is significant, usually including a goat, chicken and nsima 

prepared by the groom’s kin.   

  

 

 

                                                 
40 Group interview, mabatiro of Sr. Batchi; May 22, 2007. 
41 ibid. 
42 Interview with Nicolão João Baptista; March 12, 2008. 
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Gratitude for children: Kurora 

 The formal requirements of a man to his wife’s parents do not end with the mabatiro 

ceremony.  After the birth of each child, he must bring gifts and a set payment to his wife’s 

parents in a practice known as kurora.  Kurora can take place when a child is an infant, but 

usually occurs when it is several years old.  This practice resembles the negotiations and gift 

requirements of a marriage.  However, whereas in kusemba (to marry) a man gains rights to 

his wife, through kurora, a man gains rights to his children.  Any child born to a couple that 

has not been formally recognized through kurora remains a member of its mother’s lineage 

and will remain with its mother in the event of divorce or separation.  After a man has 

satisfactorily met the demands of kurora, however, the children become part of his lineage. 

 The event of childbirth and actions of kurora illustrate how the relationship between 

a man and his wife’s kin changes over time.  Prior to mabatiro, the groom’s need to maintain 

a respectful distance from his wife’s parents required him to work through a sankhulu to 

carry out all the negotiations and exchanges.  Though he must continue to maintain 

distance, especially towards his wife’s mother, after mabatiro has taken place, he is freer to 

interact with his bride’s elders.  For kurora, the groom, now a father, can negotiate the terms 

of the payment directly with his bride’s family.  In a typical request, a husband/father is 

required to bring a basket of flour, a chicken, 10 liters of nipa, 600-800 MTN and a white 

cloth symbolizing the good that the child will bring.  On the day when the exchange takes 

place, the wife’s parents accept the gifts and, together with their son-in-law, they perform 

kut’hapula—a ceremony invoking ancestral spirits.  In this ceremony, the spirits will be asked 

to watch over and protect the young child.   
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“Son of the house” 

  After raising several children and paying kurora for each one, a man’s relationship to 

his wife’s kin changes considerably.  He comes to be considered “a son of the house.”43 As 

time passes, if he proves himself to be a responsible and respectable son-in-law, he can gain 

status and move from the position of outsider to respected member of the lineage.  He does 

this by providing for his wife, successfully raising and supporting children, making gifts to 

his wife’s family and responding to their requests for assistance.  When he gains this level of 

respect, he can ask them for help and support in the way a son of the household would. 

 In some cases, a man’s in-laws may gain so much respect for him that they offer him 

another child in marriage; perhaps one of his wife’s sisters.  In this way, his wife’s family will 

gain a greater degree of leverage placing their son-in-law back into a position of 

indebtedness.  Another benefit to such an arrangement is assurance that another one of 

their daughters will find a good and respectable husband who will respond to their requests.  

Should a man accept such a gift, he will not have to present his wife’s parents with the 

offerings associated with mabatiro again.  As a man gets older, he can accumulate “wealth in 

people” fairly quickly through this kind of arrangement. 

 
“Mother of the lineage” 

 Just as a man may gain increasing respect among his wife’s kin, a woman’s status 

among her husbands’ kin continually improves over time.  When she first arrives, she is 

treated as a junior by most of her husband’s family.  Her position changes slowly through 

hard work and displays of respect.  As time passes, she gains seniority over others in the 

                                                 
43 Interview with Marcelino; May 25, 2007. 
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family, especially over newly-arrived wives who enter at the lowest status position.  With 

the birth of each of her children, she gains greater esteem.  As her children grow to 

adulthood, she is respected even more, as a mother of children of her husband’s lineage.  By 

the end of her life she will have been incorporated fully into her husband’s family moving 

from the position of outsider to lineage head.  At death, such a woman will join the 

ancestral spirits guarding her husband’s descendents.  This potential for marriage to bring a 

woman increasing degrees of seniority over time is one of the primary reasons that 

managing marriage difficulties has become one of the most important foci of emergent 

networks of spiritual healing.   

 

The normative marriage process: Conclusion 

 Traditional marriage in Gorongosa is a process that continues over many years.  

Entering into marriage inserts a man firmly into overlapping networks of debt and 

obligation.  It takes many years for a man to “take” his bride home to live with him, but 

even once he has met the formalized obligations required for this to happen, he remains 

mired in “debt” to many people.  As time progresses and he fulfills more and more of his 

formal obligations, he can shift the balance, finding himself with more people in his debt 

than he is indebted to.   

 

“Wealth in Cash”: The Pragmatics of Marriage in Gorongosa 

 As seen above, traditional marriage relationships are tied closely to a principle of 

social organization based on the notion of “wealth in people.”  In the changing economic 

context, the system of “wealth in people,” is still in play, but has been supplemented by 
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what could be called “wealth in cash.”  That is, those with access to cash may gain easy 

influence over others and quickly earn their loyalty, regardless of their age.  Cash is a short-

cut to attaining wealth in people:  whereas “wealth in people” typically requires many years 

to establish a level of social standing where many people are clients or desiring to be clients, 

“wealth in cash” can be acquired more quickly.    

 Cash allows some men to subvert the “wealth in people” system upon which 

traditional marriage is based.  This situation has led to an erosion of traditional patterns of 

social organization where older generations gained a position of respect and authority 

through the accumulation of “wealth in people.”  Cash payments for goods and services 

allow them to sever economic ties of obligation to kin groups and leaders, making 

traditional social ties more fragile (c.f. Bledsoe 1988).  Youth who have gone through years 

of education have a greater chance of success in the market economy and can subvert the 

channels previous generations had no choice but to follow.  One man told me that youth 

are getting married at younger ages because they no longer respect their elders.  “They have 

the attitude: ‘That old man is backwards,’” he explained, “and so they have stopped listening 

to their parents.”44  The story below serves to introduce how “wealth in cash” has come to 

impact marriage arrangements. 

 
Opening: “We will save for the wedding after I buy the DVD player” 
 
 Upon my return to Mozambique, I visited my former student, Celio.  He was 

outfitting his recently-built home with electricity.  In just a few hours, an electrician had 

tacked the wiring to the exposed rafters of his zinc roof and outlets and switches were 

                                                 
44 Interview with Ernesto Zimba; June 14, 2008. 
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installed on the cement block walls in each of the three rooms.  When the electrician 

announced that the installation was complete, Celio ran over to plug in his cell phone—no 

longer would he need to pay neighbors to charge his phone.   

 
Figure 6.11:  Celio in front of his home just after the electricity was connected. 
 
 As we caught up on news, I was eager to hear about Celio’s wife, Zelinha, and their 

daughter Cristina, my namesake, now nearly 4 years old.  Celio, like so many other young 

professionals, had long been in a committed relationship with Zelinha, but was not yet 

saving money for lobolo and all the expenses connected with a formal marriage ceremony.   

 Celio is the pride of his family—a young man with impressive achievements. When 

I was his high school English teacher, he walked from his residence at his uncle’s house for 

two hours, each direction, to attend school.  His parents are peasant farmers who moved 

into the forests outside of the district capital ten years ago in order to open fields on fresh, 
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fertile ground to grow enough food to feed the family and still have some to sell for 

cash.  After he finished 10th grade, Celio attended a teacher’s training institute in a 

neighboring district with financial support from Peace Corps volunteers who had taught 

him in high school.  In his professional studies, Celio managed to impress his teachers at the 

ADPP school with the same tenacity and eagerness to learn that won the hearts of his Peace 

Corps teachers.  Upon graduation, Celio took a job teaching 6th grade English far from 

home.  He told me he was tired of Gorongosa, and wanted to live somewhere new. 

 Despite his parents’ disapproval of his girlfriend, Celio entered into a domestic 

partnership, or informal marriage, with his high school sweetheart, Zelinha.  A native 

resident of Gorongosa, she was also from an extremely modest peasant family.  When 

Zelinha became pregnant with Cristina, she dropped out of 10th grade.  Once Celio started 

his teaching job and set up his own home, she went to live with him in Nhamatanda, three 

hours from Gorongosa.  Four years later, Celio had purchased a small plot of land directly 

on EN6: the main highway stretching from Zimbabwe to the port city of Beira.  He built a 

small cement block house, an enviable construction relative to the homes of his other family 

members.  On this day of my visit, he had finally managed to pay an electrician to connect 

his house to the grid.   

 Once Celio’s phone was plugged into the universal charger, I asked him when he 

and Zelinha planned to formalize their marriage.  Celio told me that it would be another 

year or more before he could save up enough for the marriage ceremonies.  Right now he 

had more pressing concerns: “We will save for the wedding after I buy the DVD player,” he 

told me, in a matter-of-fact tone.  Indeed, when I visited Celio and Zelinha a year and a half 

later, after the initial greetings, he eagerly asked me to sit at his sturdy hard wood dining 
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table, and ordered his younger brother to go to market to buy some coca colas, while he 

turned on his new TV.  He sifted through a pile of DVDs and loaded one into the shiny 

grey player.  For the rest of the afternoon, the DVD player was the centerpiece of our 

conversations, and even as we ate lunch, he left the latest music videos playing.  He had not 

yet begun saving for their wedding.  Like so many other young men attempting to attain 

highly prized consumer goods, marriage for Celio was taking a back seat. 

***** 

 Celio’s ability to establish a domestic partnership with Zelinha with little more than 

a promise to her kin to complete the payment of mabatiro in the future illustrates how 

“wealth in cash” operates as a form of social power in parallel to “wealth in people.”  

 In the past, and currently, in some places, a young man’s main preoccupation was to 

attain lobolo to formalize the marriage bond.  Completing marriage was accorded such 

importance that it was a necessary hurdle to attaining status as a respected adult.  In order to 

become a full social being and an adult member of society, a young man had to enter into 

negotiations with the family of his bride-to-be.  Then began the long process of meeting 

their demands before the marriage could be established.  Now, it is increasingly common to 

find couples with children living together in long-standing domestic partnerships that have 

not been formalized in this way. 

 As Celio’s story illustrates, different economic demands often cause men to realign 

their priorities.  In Celio’s case, working as a teacher far from his home district forced him 

to invest a significant sum of money to buy the plot of land for his house.  Building his 

cement block home and purchasing construction materials required more than two years of 

his saved earnings.  Once his house was built, electricity was needed.  Then came the need 
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for a DVD player, and the list of material needs and desires only continued from there.   

Inserted fully in the social life of fellow teachers, Celio’s primary goal to become a full 

member of society required that he attain a lifestyle common to other working 

professionals.  In this context, meeting his wife’s family’s needs for completion of the 

marriage process was secondary at best.  

 Sweeping social and economic changes in Gorongosa have made the completion of 

traditional marriage less common, especially in the district capital where social 

transformations associated with the market economy are more widespread.  Celio’s story 

illustrates how social standing and access to money allow some men to subvert social 

requirements for traditional marriage.  Because Celio’s job as a teacher afforded him steady 

income and greater social respect, Zelinha’s mother allowed him to take her to live with him 

for years on end, accepting a significant delay in completion of the marriage process. 

 

Economics and varieties of marriage relationships 
 
 In Gorongosa, where the economic climate is shifting dramatically, the ways 

marriages are created and the interests involved in their continuation are becoming more 

varied.  Economic hardship is making traditional marriage unions more difficult to establish 

and maintain.  In this context, new strategies for entering marriage are emerging and new 

values are being assigned to these relationships.  Reasons for marriage and the nature of the 

relationships that result vary significantly from couple to couple depending largely on their 

livelihoods and life circumstances.  As individuals and groups work to construct favorable 

social networks to increase their social advantages, many use marriage as a tool to access 

greater social capital.  
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 Couples are structuring marriage relationships to meet their needs and life 

situations, revealing the creativity and agency involved in the establishment and 

performance of marriage.  A series of vignettes will serve to illustrate the variety of ways 

that marital arrangements are used as a socioeconomic strategy.  Each of type of 

relationship is based in some way on the normative process of marriage.  In some of the 

examples below, only certain aspects of the marriage process are followed, in others, the full 

process is maintained.  In each instance, the nature of the relationship varies according to 

the needs and desires of the couple. 

 

Domestic Partnerships: Marriage as prolonged courtship 

 While Celio worked to gain the approval of Zelinha’s family, other men do not 

show the same kind of respect.  Men with access to cash can quickly establish domestic 

partnerships, avoiding the completion of the traditional marriage process altogether or 

postponing it for many years.  Domestic partnerships that subvert the control of extended 

kin networks and delay a man’s obligations to his wife’s kin for many years have become the 

dominant form of marriage in Mozambique (Rosário 2008).   

 Like traditional unions, “marital unions” or domestic partnerships are typically 

established through exchange.  A man shows his interest in a woman by presenting her with 

gifts such as clothing, lotion, soap, shoes, or other luxury items.  To a young woman, such 

gifts carry the promise of material wealth and security, and through them, a young man can 

quickly gain her loyalty.  

 These are not “free” gifts, rather they are offerings that come with significant strings 

attached.  Like tsanzu and nguwo za mukadzi of the traditional marriage process, a girl’s 
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acceptance of these gifts implies her acceptance of the young man’s advances.  With 

time, as a young woman accepts more and more gifts, her obligations to the giver grow, 

thereby bringing her under his control.  Before long, the relationship can lead a young 

woman to “elope” with him.  In these cases, a couple lives together as if they were married.  

They refer to each other as “husband” and “wife” and to their relationship as a marriage.  In 

this sense, the relationship follows the traditional marriage process through the courtship 

phase (tsanzu and nguwo za ukadzi).  It decenters the traditional marriage process where the 

bride’s family directs the proceedings.  Instead, such domestic partnerships center on the 

couple.  The relationship of mutual obligation is directly between the man and the woman.  

 One young woman’s story illustrates the binding nature of these gifts.  She was a 

secondary school student at the time she accepted many gifts from a man significantly older 

than she was.  His regular presentations of blouses, shoes, skirts, and other luxury items 

lured her into the relationship.  Before long, she moved away from her family and friends to 

live with this man who worked in Chimoio, a small city in Manica Province.  After a while, 

she found his attempts to control her behavior unbearable.  Despite her desire to complete 

high school, he demanded that she stay home.  The tension over her schooling led him to 

become physically and verbally abusive, so she returned home to her family.  He pursued 

her there, threatening her and her father with violence.  In his mind, the young girl was 

obliged to follow his orders.  After all, she had accepted many gifts and he had supported 

her while they lived together.  In the end, she and her father took their case to the district 

court where a government judge ruled that in order to remain with her father and continue 
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her schooling; they must repay the young man the value of the goods that she had 

accepted.45   

 A young man and woman may live together for many years in the “courtship” 

phase, and most men assume that, even without completing the marriage process, they have 

attained rights over their “spouse,” and can make demands and order her behavior.  In 

some cases, men eventually complete the steps of the traditional marriage process, meeting 

her family’s demands for lobolo and organizing a formal ceremony.  However, many 

marriages in Gorongosa remain indefinitely at the stage of domestic partnership.  This type 

of marriage relationship is not as secure as other types.  Some women prefer to enter into 

such relationships because they offer more freedom.  Without the lobolo having been paid, 

separation is easier, since there is not a significant amount of monetary and material wealth 

that must be returned. 

 

Couple-centric unions 

 Domestic partnerships reveal part of a wider tendency to couple-centric unions.  

Traditional marriage establishes a bond not only between two people but also between two 

families.  The process is focused on negotiations and relationship between a man and his 

bride’s family.  Though the bride’s consent to the arrangement is typically the first step 

towards marriage, in the remainder of the traditional marriage process, a groom’s 

responsibilities are to his bride’s family.  It is becoming more common in Gorongosa for 

couples to begin courtship and to transition to long-term domestic partnerships outside the 

control of their extended families.  This decenters the traditional marriage arrangement 

                                                 
45 Field notes, Mikilina Vasco Mangwa; January 4, 2008. 
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from a union of two families to a union primarily between the couple.  In the district 

capital, this type of relationship is becoming more dominant because the social spaces of 

town place young people outside the supervision of kin for longer periods of time.   

 Related to couple-centric marriages, nuclear family settlements are becoming more 

common in the district capital, mirroring the phenomenon common in urban areas of 

Mozambique where migration and jobs in the city have led to the geographic dispersal of 

lineage groups.   When men establish their homes far from their extended kin, this erodes 

traditional forms of social control that regulate relationships between husbands and wives.  

As the nuclear family has grown in importance, the meaning of lobolo has shifted from an 

agreement between two lineages—we see once again—to a transaction between a man and 

woman (Agadjanian 2001).   

 

In search of security 

 Most women hope to enter into a formal marriage, since a “marital union” will not 

be as secure.  Marriage, as has been widely noted in the literature, is an important means for 

women to gain security and to increase their social standing (Obbo 1980, Rosário 2008).  

While marriage allows women access to material and economic benefits through their 

husbands’ provision of household resources, the greatest value of marriage for women is 

not necessarily from access to economic capital, but because of access to social capital.  In 

marriage, women gain socially adult status, opening to them a path of increasing autonomy.  

Motherhood provides women with seniority status that brings enhanced negotiation ability.  

Typically, as a woman advances in age in relation to those around her, she gains greater 

status, and thus more authority and power in her household and among her kin.  Also, as 
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she raises children and as her children grow older, she gains greater respect from her 

husband and his kin as the mother of descendents of the lineage (Oyewumi 2002).   

 Although the benefits of marriage may accrue to a woman who is not “officially” 

married according to traditional practices, the social recognition of a marriage increases the 

stability of the relationship and her access to protective rights (Rosário 2008: 101).  Whether 

formalized through a traditional process, a religious ceremony or a civil union registered 

with the government, when socially recognized, marriage unions establish relationships of 

mutual obligation.  If a man is not fulfilling his obligations to the relationship as understood 

by a wider community, a woman can use her position to leverage support of others to help 

change the situation.  In a time when more men are unable to meet the economic barriers of 

establishing formal unions, men with the means and the disposition to be proper husbands 

have become highly sought after. 

 

Serial marriages 

 Women facing difficulties in their first marriage who consider returning home 

(separation or divorce), are usually encouraged to weather the tough times, because a 

divorce may start an unending cycle of trouble for them in future relationships, bringing 

even more hardship.  Indeed, many women in Gorongosa are cycling through multiple 

troubled marriages.  When a woman’s first marriage fails, she is more vulnerable because it 

is unlikely that she will enter into another relationship with a man as his first wife.  Instead, 

she is more likely to marry a man as his second wife.   

 In Gorongosa, because of the importance of a woman’s virginity in traditional 

marriage, previously married women are not accorded high social value.  Men interested in 
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establishing their first domestic relationship with a woman typically avoid women who 

have been previously married.  However, such women are attractive to men wishing to 

establish additional marital unions because such unions require much less monetary and 

social investment.  The family of a divorced or widowed woman will require little or no 

lobolo.  Such unions are often quiet affairs without elaborate public ceremonies.  With less 

investment in the process, men are less dedicated to the maintenance of such relationships 

in the event of problems. 

 Further, these kinds of unions are more conflict-prone.  The first wife, having been 

incorporated into the man’s kin group earlier, has gained more status and security in her 

position, and thus can make demands of her co-wives.  Jealousy is common among co-

wives who vie for the attention and respect of the same man.  A resentful first wife is in a 

position to make a subordinate co-wife’s situation miserable.  If problems arise and become 

unmanageable, a junior wife is more likely to be released from the relationship. 

 

The search for cash and for home: Labor migration and marriage 

 Because jobs in Gorongosa are extremely scarce, especially for men with little 

education, most men continue to rely on agricultural production.  But, agriculture, even for 

subsistence, is becoming ever more precarious.46  As securing cash becomes increasingly 

difficult, more men are leaving Gorongosa for long periods of time to seek jobs, to engage 

in trading or to find informal labor contracts known as muterekita.47  Finding jobs, even in 

the city, remains extremely difficult, and so most men search for cash by pursuing leads in 

                                                 
46 See Chapter 3. 
47 In other regions, informal contract labor is referred to as “ganho ganho.”  See Chapter 3. 
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the informal economy.  The informal economy is vast, fluid, and mysterious.  Men 

follow networks of contacts that lead to temporary work projects, trading deals or new 

places to set up profitable businesses.   

 When a man’s trade leads him to stay in another area for long periods of time, he 

will be inclined to establish a domestic partnership there, as this is his only means to 

establish a home base.  It is considered shameful for adult men to cook and clean for 

themselves, so men residing away from their primary residence often establish a “home” for 

themselves through informal marriage or domestic partnerships.  Even men who reside with 

extended relatives while away from their primary homes often establish new domestic 

partnerships.  For instance, one man I knew whose wife left him due to his alcoholism and 

domestic violence, went to live with his sister.  However, he explained that because he was a 

grown man it would be shameful to burden her: “I thought, to give work to my sister isn’t 

possible.”48  After moving in with her, he told me, he “went out to arrange” another wife.49  

 While marrying or setting up domestic partnerships far from the primary family 

affords men more options to access income, this strategy constrains their ability to meet the 

material and monetary needs of all their wives and children.  With multiple partners 

expecting that he fulfill his obligations, the demands are often beyond his capacity, and the 

family he left behind is often neglected and sometimes abandoned outright. 

 

 

 

                                                 
48 Interview with Ernesto Zimba; February 3, 2008. 
49 ibid. 
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Women “looking for salt” 

   Itinerant men’s search for temporary relationships in distant places has its flipside.  

Just as men need women’s labor to establish a home, entering marriage is also an economic 

necessity for many women.  Most women who lose a husband through labor migration, 

divorce or death quickly seek to re-establish their position as “wife” and benefit from their 

“husband’s” obligations to the relationship.  A woman with children and no husband 

quickly finds herself in a dire situation.  How will she support herself and her children?  

Though many women work creatively to overcome constraints to their participation in the 

marketplace, most women rely on marriage for their economic survival.   

 The influx of male traders to Gorongosa from neighboring areas50 has opened new 

opportunities for temporary marriage partnerships.  Itinerant traders set up semi-permanent 

residences in Gorongosa to take advantage of the profits associated with the market 

expansion.  As seen above, to establish such temporary homes, they often establish semi-

permanent relationships with women who typically are long-term residents of the area.   

 Unless they last for a long period of time, such temporary arrangements are seen to 

be distinct from “domestic partnerships.”  The men and women involved in these 

relationships, as well as outside observers, do not consider such arrangements to be 

marriages.  However, the individuals involved refer to each other as “husband” and “wife” 

and they each assume the roles associated with these titles.  As Rosário points out, people 

distinguish “getting a wife” from “getting married” through completion of a formally 

recognized marriage (2008).   

                                                 
50 See Chapter 3. 
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 Women’s motivation to enter these relationships is typically economic.  

Widespread poverty and desire for consumer goods make these kinds of partnerships 

attractive.  In other areas of Mozambique, this strategy is referred to colloquially as “looking 

for salt” (see, e.g. Marlin 2001).   Often, women who choose to enter such relationships 

have been divorced or widowed and are not concerned about establishing a marriage.  They 

already have a house and children of their own and are struggling to meet material needs in 

an economic context that favors male success.51  Other women who are married, but 

struggling financially due to their husbands’ financial abandonment, find such arrangements 

beneficial.   

 Informal domestic partnerships, though mutually beneficial, can become a source of 

conflict and strife.  With multiple relationships, the man’s finances may become insufficient 

to support them, and the early euphoric period when a woman receives affection and 

material benefits, typically erodes in a short period, as the lavish gifts begin to disappear.  

Since a trader is often on the road, she will have to endure periods of physical and financial 

abandonment when her “husband” is away.  Finally, with multiple relationships, a man can 

be a mobile vector of STDs including HIV, endangering the health of women and their 

children. 

 

Economic strain, orphans, and early marriage 
 
 With increasing economic insecurity and growing numbers of children orphaned of 

one or both parents, marriage is often used as a technique to re-establish order in broken 

situations.  When a household is under severe economic strain, parents may seek to marry a 

                                                 
51 See Chapter 7. 
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young daughter to a man who can meet the monetary and material requirements of 

marriage right away as a strategy for household survival.  They may approach a man who 

has financial means and make the arrangements, thereby cutting courtship out of the 

process.  Such arrangements may be made before a girl has reached marriageable age, in 

which case the transfer of lobolo takes place well in advance of co-habitation.  Crises such as 

illness or death can precipitate the intense economic strain that leads to this kind of 

marriage.  However, they are considered a last resort—an arrangement that is divergent 

from the ideal marriage process. 

 Several women I knew entered marriages of this sort.  They accepted their suitors 

because they recognized the hardship their families faced.  When I asked one young woman, 

Antónia, why she had married a man who was almost twice her age, she told me, “It was 

because of suffering at home.”52  She explained that at the time marriage arrangements were 

made, she had no clothing or “good things.”  Because her father had abandoned the family 

during the civil war, she and her mother were struggling.  Her step-father was not providing 

material support for her since she was not of his lineage.  His alcoholism worsened the 

situation.  Antónia’s early marriage was welcomed by her mother who used the lobolo to 

weather tough times.  Though Antónia’s husband was much older and not a man she had 

desired to marry, she saw the relationship as an escape from difficult circumstances: “When 

I agreed to marry Salvador,” she told me, “I was hoping for a better life.”53  She found more 

material security living with her husband who attended to her needs, showed her the money 

he made, and provided her a portion of his income when he received it.  Though they were 

                                                 
52 Interview with Antonia and Salvador; February 22, 2008. 
53 ibid. 
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not wealthy, he supplied her and her two young children with the basic support they 

needed.  Compared to other husbands, Salvador treated her with respect and care. 

 As Antonia’s situation reveals, women’s children from previous marriages are often 

not treated well by subsequent husbands.  Orphans often fare even worse.  They are 

vulnerable to abuse because they may be resented for the burden they bring to their new 

caretakers.   In the current situation, where the HIV-AIDS crisis is leaving many children 

orphaned, this type of hardship is increasing.  Early marriage can be a strategy to establish 

support for orphaned girls.  Cecilia, a pastor’s wife living on Gorongosa Mountain, 

described how, as an orphaned child, she came to be married to an older man:   

I was married to Elisha when my breasts were just emerging.  Because my 
father died during the war, my mother was sent home and my bambo m’kulu 
(father’s eldest brother) took care of me.  His first wife was cruel and 
abusive—she beat me often and would withhold food …She would send me 
out to fetch firewood when it was raining … One day, she forced me into the 
tsanza (grain storage loft) above the fire and placed green leaves (masakani) in 
the fire to make the smoke thick to make me suffer.  On this day, a neighbor, 
Malasha, heard my cries and rescued me, took me home with him.  When my 
bambo m’kulu heard this story, he rushed back from Domba.  The next day, 
Elisha [her current husband] came and took me as his future wife.  He raised 
me until I was menstruating, and after that I didn’t return home.  I have stayed 
with him until this day.  God made this my destiny (Mulungu alemba daloku).54   

 
Seeing that his wife was endangering the welfare of his orphaned niece, Cecilia’s uncle 

quickly made a marriage arrangement with a trusted friend so that he could send her to live 

with someone who would treat her well.   

 

 

 

                                                 
54 Interview with Cecilia Neva; March 11, 2008. 
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Lobolo inflation  

 When the need for cash comes at a time of economic strain, the cash amounts set 

for lobolo tend to increase.  This creates an even greater hurdle for men seeking to enter a 

formal marriage relationship.  Many Gorongosans comment on the sharp inflation of lobolo.  

This is not new, however.  Rapid inflation in the cash payments associated with lobolo was 

also noted soon after independence, more than doubling in southern Mozambique between 

1975 and 1982 (Urdang 1989: 216).   

 In Gorongosa, lobolo inflation has led some men to seek brides in areas where 

families request lower cash payments as part of the marriage process.  This often means 

traveling to distant areas.  For a young woman, marrying far away from her family can be a 

hardship because the distance is a barrier to her to visits home.  Periodic home visits are 

common when women live within walking distance from their kin and women widely 

comment that they provide much-needed respite from domestic tasks.  Marrying at a 

distance gives men more power in the relationship, removing or reducing the bride’s 

family’s oversight.  Finally, when a woman’s kin are so far that she must finance 

transportation, she is less able to return home to seek support when she faces troubles in 

her new home.   

 

Feeding the family: Wives as field laborers 

 For most residents of Sofala Province and indeed Mozambique itself—agriculture 

remains the primary means for sustaining a family.  A government study conducted in 2005 

in both urban and rural areas of Sofala Province revealed that more than 55 percent of the 

households in the province depend primarily on agriculture to make a living (MPD 2005: 
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14).  Other households were slotted in a category labeled “professional” because 

members of the family claimed to be engaged in different income-generating activities.  

However, in addition to the 55 percent of households classified as primarily dependent on 

agriculture for income, most other families also rely on domestic agricultural production in 

some way, if only partially.  In Sofala Province, for example, the same study revealed that 

92.5 percent of the households surveyed possessed fields for agricultural production (MPD 

2005: 15).   

 Even in urban areas, most families rely on private agricultural production for part of 

their subsistence.  Thus, one primary reason men marry is to find a partner who will provide 

agricultural labor.  Because of the high cost of food, even men with a steady income from 

salaried jobs rely on agriculture to sustain the family’s basic needs.  Thus, while a vital part 

of marriage unions is reproduction, in seeking to marry, men also to seek out the means to 

produce basic food stuffs for domestic consumption (see also Bledsoe 1980: 119).   

 

Wives as employees 
 
 After a long discussion about marriage, I asked one young man:  “Marriage here is 

not really about love, is it?”  He replied, “No Ticha!  It’s more of a contract—it’s like 

contracting a worker!”55   The metaphorical language he used to liken marriage to a business 

contract is indicative of some recent changes in marriage relationships, both subtle and 

overt.  While some youth, especially cosmopolitan youth with considerable education, are 

embracing the notion of romantic love as portrayed in popular Brazilian soap operas, more 

                                                 
55 Interview with Nicolão João Baptista; April 20, 2007. 
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frequently, marriages around the region are taking on a business-like quality.  The story 

below illustrates this more clearly: 

 In a neighboring district I met Manuel, a trader, who travelled frequently and had 

several home bases in far-flung areas of the country.  At each of them, he established 

relationships with women he considered as wives and who bore him children.  As he spoke 

of his entrepreneurial ventures, he asked if I knew of a well-educated young woman in 

Gorongosa that would make a good wife.  Manuel explained that he was hoping to open a 

bar and barraca (a small shop selling basic goods and snacks) in Inchope, along the main 

highway linking Beira and Zimbabwe.  He hoped such a venture would provide a steady 

source of income for his aging father.  Before he could set up this new business, he told me, 

he needed to marry a well-educated woman who could tend the shop. 

 I asked why he couldn’t have his current wife run the shop—after all, she lived very 

close to the future site of the barraca..  “No!” he explained, “she tends our fields there near 

home!”56  Half jokingly, I asked: “Are you looking for an employee or a wife?”  To which he 

explained that it is much better to marry a woman than to hire an employee.  If it is your 

wife tending the business for you, she can be trusted in handling the accounts and the 

money, but anyone else cannot be trusted without direct supervision.57  Manuel’s comments 

exposed another layer of the motivations for marriage in the current economic climate.  

This notion of marriage as useful for business and trade activities is by no means unique in 

the region.   

 

                                                 
56 Interview with Manuel; September 20, 2007:  “Nao!  Ela tende a nossa machamba lá em casa!”   
57 ibid. 
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Transforming “wealth in cash” into “wealth in people” 
 
 Similarly, growing cash crops can transform motivations for marriage.  One elder 

explained that growing cotton led many men to enter into polygamous relationships.  

Before that time, he told me, polygamy in Gorongosa was quite rare.  At that time, he 

explained, only nyakwawa and other prominent figures acquired multiple wives.58  In 

structuring the collection of “hut taxes,” colonial officials sought to discourage polygamy, 

and so only charged one tax to monogamous couples.  Because additional wives had to pay 

a separate tax for their huts, this tax policy effectively curtailed polygamy because the 

financial burden was too great59 (see also ISANI 1967).  The cotton regime, however, 

altered this situation significantly.   

 Cotton became an important cash crop for Portugal during colonial times, leading to 

the imposition of structured cotton growing regimes in Mozambique after 1926 and 

especially under the rule of António Salazar (Isaacman 1996: 30).  By 1943, a cotton gin had 

been established in Gorongosa District60 owned by the Companhia Nacional Algodeira 

(National Cotton Company or CNA) (ISANI 1944: 190).  Unlike other regions, forced 

cotton production was never instituted under Gorongosa’s colonial administration.  

However, the need to pay annual taxes and the desire to avoid conscripted labor were 

sufficient to attract many people to undertake the endeavor.   

 Cotton production is extremely labor intensive.  It requires back-breaking work and 

between one-third to two-thirds more time than the cultivation of subsistence crops such as 

                                                 
58 Interview with Celestino Sacaune Canda; October 25, 2007. 
59 ibid. 
60 At this time, the area was known as the “Circunscrição de Gorongosa.” 
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maize, sorghum and peanuts (Isaacman 1996: 68).  For cotton growers, having multiple 

wives was almost a necessity to meet labor needs.   

 
Fig 6.12:  Three wives and the children of the pastor of a Zionist church in Canda prepare 
cotton for market. (A woman in the background packs cotton into a burlap sack, while those 
in the foreground process the cotton to remove the seeds). 
 
 For a man engaged in cash-cropping, acquiring wives is a type of investment that 

transforms his “wealth in cash” into “wealth in people”—a valued form of wealth in 

households that are economically devoted to intensive agriculture.  Today, though cotton 

production is no longer forced through labor requirements and hut taxes, large numbers of 

Gorongosans continue to cultivate cotton.  As in colonial times, polygamy and cotton 

production still go hand in hand.  Nearly all successful cotton producers in Gorongosa have 

multiple wives—both a necessity for and a result of earning significant returns from the 

production of this cash crop.  Cotton is not the only cash crop that leads men to seek 

multiple wives.  Sesame is also becoming a popular cash crop because it brings greater 
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returns.  Although sesame is less labor intensive, many men find economic advantage in 

polygamy since multiple wives can multiply income. 

 
 
Wives and wealth on display 
 
 Whereas men engaged in cash-cropping typically seek multiple wives because of the 

value of their labor, other men seek multiple wives to display their prestige and their social 

and sexual power.  One young man provides a vivid example of the use of multiple 

marriages as an ostentatious display of wealth.  He was a n’ganga working with a gamba 

spirit.61  Though his primary residence was in Gorongosa, most of his patients were 

residents of major cities, and so he was frequently away from home.  His work centered on 

helping urban clients with financial matters and assisting victims of theft in recuperating 

stolen goods.  Because of the nature of his work, he received large cash payments which he 

primarily invested in wives.  Though he was a young man, about 32 years old, he already had 

four wives: one in Beira and three residing in separate houses on the same compound in 

Gorongosa.   

 It was clear that his motivation was not to attain field workers.  In fact, none of his 

four wives performed any agricultural work.  When traveling, he often took one of his wives 

with him to serve as an assistant to his work (nyamaricumbi).  Each day when I passed his 

house, his wives sat in the yard, watching the children, cooking food, resting in the shade or 

braiding each others’ hair.  They were nicely dressed in new clothing, which is a visible 

                                                 
61 See discussion of gamba spirit-mediums, Chapter 4. 
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luxury item.62  Other goods of value were always visibly prominent:  jars of lotion, hair 

extensions, numerous types of shoes, etc.  These aspects of his marriages signaled clearly to 

neighbors that his wives were a way for him to flaunt his power and sexual prowess. 

 While his ostentatious display was thought to be rather unsavory by his neighbors, it 

was easily read as a display of wealth.  As a spirit-medium specializing in helping patients 

attain material success, this kind of social message was an important way to communicate 

personal success and assure his patients that he could bring the same kind of success to 

their life situations. 

 

Wealth, social standing, and sexual power 
 
 While formal polygamous marriage as a display of wealth is uncommon, some of its 

elements are evident in other ways.  Some men in Gorongosa with substantial social 

influence, wealth, or both, frequently enter into regular sexual partnerships with multiple 

women.  However, most of these people move in social circles that view polygamy in a 

negative light.  Thus, multiple relationships with “wives” or regular sexual partners often 

take place outside of formal marriage in a semi-hidden fashion.   These men typically 

occupy professional roles as teachers, leaders in the district administration, nurses, pastors, 

or church leaders.  Their positions of power allow them to both attract and coerce sexual 

relationships with women.  On occasion, such relationships are eventually formalized as 

marriage.   
                                                 
62 New clothing is significantly more expensive than imported used clothing that is sold at markets.  
Though the quality of new clothing (mostly from China) is quite inferior to used clothing imported from 
the US and Europe, many people prefer to buy new items as a sign of pride and wealth.  Used clothing 
markets have gained the name “calamidade” (“calamity”), which was the name of a government body that 
provided relief during times of war/flood.  With this association, buying used clothing is widely seen as a 
sign of poverty and dependence. 
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 In an example of social power being transformed into sexual power, teachers 

have been known to withhold passing grades from female students in order to coerce them 

into providing sexual favors.  Occasionally, teachers use such power to create long-term 

domestic partnerships.  When I worked as a teacher at the district’s high school, two of my 

neighbors were also new teachers who had recently arrived in the district.  Soon after the 

school year started, they each established a domestic partnership with a female student, in 

order to create a home.  These students took up residence with them and took care of all 

their domestic chores.  Because the housing belonged to the Catholic mission, they tried to 

conceal these relationships.  Indeed, when church authorities learned of the teachers’ 

relationships with the students, they were evicted from the premises.  However, both of 

these teachers ended up in long-term, formal marriages with these students.  The girls 

benefitted from assistance that allowed them to complete high school easily and from a 

long-term attachment to men with steady incomes and upward social mobility.  They now 

reside in the center of town in nicely-built homes with electricity and all the household 

electronics available.  Such student-teacher relationships are common.    

 

Opting out of marriage 

 Though the reasons women enter into formal or informal marriage relationships are 

varied, some women choose to avoid marriage altogether.  Typically, women choose this 

path only after they have children from previous relationships who have grown past the 

toddler stage.  Usually, they have managed to establish a stable source of income, whether 

through paid employment or a successful business.  Economic independence allows them 

the opportunity to refuse men’s advances, preferring to avoid the complications of marriage.  
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Drawing from previous experience, women I knew who vowed never to marry again 

enjoyed the freedom of their single life—free from the demands and constraints imposed by 

a husband. 

 Another reason women choose not to remarry is to retain control over their 

children.  For instance, an older woman I came to know explained how she and her 

husband divorced after illnesses and tragedies that struck their family led to conflicts and 

accusations.  After having seven children together, her husband and his family sent her 

home, but because of the nature of their separation, she was able to keep control of her 

seven children and seven grandchildren.63  She explained to me that she refuses to remarry.  

First, she told me she was worried about her reputation:  “If I marry another man, my 

children may disrespect me and call me a ‘whore.’”64  Her primary concern, however, was 

the wellbeing of her children following her death.  Though she was just over forty and in 

good health, she was plagued by a feeling that death for her was not far off.   “If I die while 

I have a second husband,” she explained, “my youngest children will fall into his hands and 

since they will not be of his lineage, he will not treat them well.”65  Finally, she rounded off 

her musings about a second husband saying: 

At this stage, after I already have so many children, marrying another man 
would only bring trouble.  He would make demands of me, treat me poorly, get 
angry … yell, insult … I don’t want that now.66  

 

                                                 
63 Anita was able to retain control of her children because her husband was determined (at a community 
court) to have been at fault for the circumstances leading to the divorce.  Unless a husband’s behavior in 
marriage is particularly egregious, women do not retain control of their children after divorce.  However, 
frequently, when young children are involved, they remain with their mother until they are grown, at 
which time they will go to live with their father.   
64 Interview, Mãe Anita; February 20, 2008. 
65 ibid. 
66 ibid. 
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Wary of the dangers of men mistreating them, many young women to prefer establish 

domestic partnerships that are less binding.  As Anita’s comments reveal, if a woman is 

satisfied with the number of children she has and if she has the means to support herself, 

she may “opt-out” of marriage altogether.  

 

Conclusion 

 As these varieties of marital arrangements reveal, men have relative freedom of 

choice when entering a marriage relationship.  Their strategies are varied and tied closely to 

their economic interests.  Women’s choices in marriage are less varied because their 

economic activities are more circumscribed.  These examples also illustrate a central reason 

why marriages have become more vulnerable.  In a context of intensifying poverty, 

women’s security is undercut on two fronts.   At the same time that women have come to 

rely more on the material support that marriage affords, formal marriage unions have 

become harder for men to establish.  But, even formally established marriages have become 

unstable in this context. 

 The following chapter explores a constellation of forces that has contributed to the 

instability of marriage relationships.  Gender relationships governing marriage and 

economic activities contribute to women’s dependence on marriage as a strategy of survival.   

As cash becomes more necessary for basic necessities, women agriculturalists have become 

increasingly reliant on men to sustain the household.  However, increasing physical disease 

and economic pressures has made it more difficult for both men and women to fulfill their 

obligations to their marriage relationships. 
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Chapter 7 

 
Marital Instability in a Challenging Time 

 
 
 
 Throughout my research, most of the people I spent time with—men, women, 

church participants, spirit-mediums and their patients—had struggled through separation, 

divorce or multiple divorces.  In fact, marital dissolution has become so commonplace, that 

stable marriages seem to be the exception.  This chapter explores a constellation of factors 

contributing to marital instability in Gorongosa.  It opens by presenting a variety of 

different perspectives on the sources of this kind of social dis-ease.  The final sections of 

the chapter are devoted to exploring gender relations in marriage.  Gender roles structure 

not only domestic relations but also economic pursuits.  Physical illness and economic 

hardship has impacted marriage relationships, making it more difficult for men and women 

to fulfill their obligations to each other and their families in marriage.  In this context, more 

people come to resort to their dissolution. 

 

Loss of Respect: Accounting for marriage changes in town 

 While marital instability is becoming a problem all around Gorongosa, marriages 

tend to be more stable in rural areas where livelihoods and social organization follows 

traditional patterns.  In Gorongosa’s district capital, marriage instability is commonplace.  

To illustrate, I interviewed 31 female Pentecostal church participants who had entered into a 

total of 44 marriage unions.  Eleven of these marriages ended in divorce, and nine people 

had lost spouses to death.  The eighteen women I interviewed who were residents of 

Gorongosa’s district capital were more likely to have a history of marital instability, in that 
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55 percent of them had a history of multiple marriage relationships.  By contrast, in the 

rural area of Nyalirosa on Gorongosa Mountain, fifteen percent of women had multiple 

marriages.   

 The clear difference in marriage histories between mountain residents and residents 

in Gorongosa’s capital is the result of a complex combination of historical and economic 

factors.  These factors have led to significant social divergence between residents of the 

semi-urban area of Gorongosa’s district capital and those who live further from the town 

center.  Social changes have come more rapidly to Gorongosa’s district capital.  For 

peasants residing in this area, sustaining the material and the physical health of families is 

considerably more difficult.  An increase in marital conflict, separation and divorce has been 

associated with these changes, which are so striking that they are often the subject of 

discussion.  People attribute this phenomenon to a variety of causes.  Together, their 

reflections create a composite picture of factors influencing rapid social change. 

 
Civil War 

  Many Gorongosans see the civil war as the origin of many negative social changes. 

They often point to the civil war as the time when disorder in marriage became widespread.  

During the war, Gorongosa’s district capital was a Frelimo protectorate, serving as a center 

for the government army’s operations in the area and drawing soldiers from around 

Mozambique as well as support troops from Zimbabwe.  Because of the spatial divisions of 

the war, where settled areas became Frelimo protectorates and outlying areas remained 

under Renamo control, many married couples were geographically separated and became 

involved in new relationships.   
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 Others divorced due to the war’s sexual violence.  Women captured for gandira 

and kept as “wives” of Renamo soldiers1 were frequently divorced and socially ostracized 

when they returned home.  One man, commenting on his brother, who divorced his wife 

after she returned from a week at a Renamo base, said: “A woman who has adulterated once 

will continue to enjoy walking with other men.  She won’t be satisfied with just one.”2 

 Women who came of age or were divorced or separated during the war entered into 

new marriages.  Such relationships were almost always informal arrangements, because 

carrying out the long process of traditional marriage was impossible and the social networks 

required for this process were dispersed. As one elderly man explained,  

During the war many people from many places were living together.  Your 
daughter could marry a k’homeredi (a soldier from Zimbabwe) … or someone 
from Cabo Delgado, or Niassa … These people didn’t know and didn’t follow 
the respeito (traditional rules of marriage) from here.3 
 

In his explanation, war was the origin of ongoing disregard for the traditional marriage 

process.  He pointed to growing marital discord as a legacy of the recent civil war.  In the 

past, he told me, there was more agreement among husbands and wives.  He described 

marital conflict as a broader category of illness: “utenda wanhu waleka kubverana,” an “illness 

of people failing to get along.”4  War, he told me, is what brought this illness.   

 Another major source of trauma inflicted by the war was the forced removal of 

people from ancestral lands and the experiences of a refugee life, even while close to home.5  

Prior to the civil war, Gorongosa’s district capital was sparsely populated and settlement 

                                                 
1 Gandira was the name given to porter-service.  In Renamo-controlled areas, residents were often obliged 
to carry heavy loads great distances to Renamo bases.  Young, attractive women taken for gandira were 
often “kept as wives”—subject to rape for prolonged periods.  See Chapter 2 for further discussion. 
2 Interview with Felizardo; April 7, 2008. 
3 Interview with Sekulu Fazenda; February 28, 2008. 
4 ibid. 
5 See Chapter 2. 
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patterns reflected those of the rest of the district where extended family groups lived in 

widely spaced settlements surrounded by their fields (see Figure 7.1).  After the war ended, 

many people remained in the district capital and other Frelimo protectorates in the district, 

fearful that war might reignite or unsure of where else to go.  Others chose to avoid the 

labor and disruption of relocation.  Even after the end of the civil war, the layout and style 

of residences in the district capital retained much of the nature and feeling of a refugee 

camp (see Figure 7.2), and the recent influx of new residents intensified the pressures 

associated with living there. 

 
Figure 7.1:  View of Gorongosa’s district capital (then known as Vila Paiva de Andrada) in 
1912, prior to Portuguese efforts in the late colonial period to create aldeamentos and 
Frelimo efforts post-independence to create communal villages which intensified mostly 
during the civil war period (Source: CM: 1912). 
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Figure 7.2:  Taken from a similar vantage point in 2006, this photo reveals the concentrated 
settlement characteristic of the district capital.  
 
 Many people link the growing incidence of marital conflict to the concentrated 

living conditions of the district capital.  One woman explained how this situation leads to 

spousal conflict:   

Long ago, people lived far from each other.  There weren’t so many people like 
this.  Then, a married woman, like me, didn’t have this tendency to go and 
converse over there with another man … But now, we are behaving this way, 
because we live so close to each other.  Some men don’t like their wives to 
converse with another man.  Ahh.  It’s there—when he sees you conversing 
with another man, he starts thinking: “What are they doing? They’re courting 
each other, they desire each other, and this has been going on for a while!”  
Later, when you return home, it’s divorce.  Other men beat [their wives] a lot 
and others insult [their wives] a lot.  Some women don’t put up with this—they 
leave.6    

 
The shift to concentrated living settlements in Gorongosa eroded gendered spatial divisions 

that regulated the socializing of men and women.  In the new space of towns, the nature of 

                                                 
6 Interview with Terezinha; March 3, 2008. 
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social interaction presented people with a new potential for sexual freedom, leading to 

tensions, jealousies and suspicions that many people point to as a source of marital discord 

and instability. 

 

 
Christian influence and the abandonment of traditional marriage 

 Some people attribute the loss of respect for traditional social norms to the 

influence of mission activity of the Catholic Church.  The first formal Catholic mission in 

Gorongosa’s district capital was established on September 23, 1947 (Tomás 1999:26).  At 

the start, the mission was headed by two priests of the Missionaries of Our Lady of Africa7 

Order (Tomás 1999: 75).  Gorongosa’s Catholic mission worked primarily in the areas of 

education and evangelism, establishing a boarding school on the outskirts of the district 

capital and many “school-chapels” in outlying areas.  By 1975, the Catholic Church had 

established nineteen schools in the district and counted 1,268 converts and 580 catechumen 

(new converts undergoing instruction in catechism before baptism) out of a total estimated 

population of 58,000.  The catholic mission provided many people with access to standard 

schooling while also incorporating Catholic education into the curriculum. 

 One elder of Gorongosa, who had been one of the first students at Gorongosa’s 

Catholic mission, attributed marital instability in Gorongosa to the Catholic mission’s 

activities.  Even though he had served as a prominent catechist of the mission throughout 

his life—a role he continues to play—he saw widespread divorce in Gorongosa to be a 

direct outcome of the Catholic mission’s activities and teachings.  “Long ago,” he told me, 

“children were educated by their parents before marriage.  But, in the eyes of foreign 

                                                 
7 Also known as the White Fathers. 
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missionaries, tudo que faz Africano é pecado [everything Africans do is a sin].”8  Catholic 

missionaries, he explained, prohibited traditional practices surrounding marriage.  Because 

of this he told me, “youth were not educated by their families” and those who left home to 

study at the boarding school were “confused; things were different than their parents taught 

them.”   

 He added that Catholic priests “were false teachers,”— they led people to think of 

traditional practices as sinful and so, many people abandoned them out of shame.  He 

recounted one of his conversations with priests at the mission where he told them “Didn’t 

you tell us that we are backwards?  You brought a false bible to us!”  The priests taught 

Gorongosa residents in such a way that implied that biblical teachings explicitly countered 

traditional practices.  But, as he gained more knowledge of the bible he realized, “the bible 

didn’t arrive this way! [The priests] changed many things and then came here to tell us we 

must follow their way!”9   He concluded by saying, “You can’t send someone off in a car 

without teaching them how to drive.  This is what missionaries did here in Africa!” 

 
 
The national government and changing social order  

 In a group interview with eight women of the Free Assembly church I asked if 

husbands’ lack of respect existed long ago.  I received an emphatic reply:  “It’s different 

now! … Yasiyana kwene” (meaning, it is completely different).10  They elaborated, explaining 

that, “now men have girlfriends on the side,” and explained this change by noting: “our 

ancestors are gone … no one knows or follows the things of the ancestors anymore.”  One 

woman summarized the situation saying, “agora, é ‘novo curriculo,’” (meaning, “Now, it’s a new 

                                                 
8 Interview with Celestino Sacaune Canda; October 30, 2007. 
9 ibid. 
10 Focus group interview, madzimai of Zimba’s church; June 12, 2008. 
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curriculum”), likening the changes in overarching rules governing social relations to the  

Ministry of Education’s recently implemented curriculum for primary and secondary 

education.  This new curriculum is widely criticized in Gorongosa because it allows failing 

students to pass from one grade to the next.  They note that young people now pass to the 

4th or even the 5th grades without the ability to read or write and without acquiring basic 

math skills.  Her metaphor thus contained a veiled critique of young people’s disregard for 

traditions governing marriage and their preference for marriage short-cuts.  Later in the 

conversation, the women of the focus group connected current marriage problems with the 

negative impact of the government’s legal and educational efforts to liberate women for 

exacerbating these problems.  

 In a similar sentiment, a young man on Gorongosa Mountain said that “there is 

much more divorce now than before the civil war because “mandamento ya kale na chinchino 

ndi asiana.”11  In other words, “the rules of long ago are different from those in play now.”  

He specified that new social rules are those of the Frelimo government and added that, as 

people accept a new language, Portuguese, they are also “taking other mitemo along with the 

language.” 12  “Long ago,” he continued, “people didn’t think of divorce … they would stay 

together.”  He commented about judges in state-sponsored courts of the Frelimo 

government who are quicker to dissolve marriages in conflict.  “Long ago,” he explained, 

“at trials for marriage disputes, there would be encouragement for the couple to stay 

together, and words of reconciliation.  People would not divorce each other easily.” 13  

Another man added that, in the past, if a man’s first wife wasn’t able to bear children he 

                                                 
11 Interview with Felizardo; April 7, 2008. 
12 ibid. “mitemo” refers to the rules and regulations ordering society. 
13 Interview with Felizardo; April 7, 2008. 



 378
wouldn’t abandon her, but would simply marry another woman, usually his first wife’s 

sister.14 

 

 
Feminism, marriage and the postcolonial context 
 
 These observations about the social rules of the Frelimo government point to 

government attempts to manage and shape marriage relations through legal policy.  Many 

practices associated with marriage and social and economic re-production, including lobolo, 

polygyny and widow inheritance, have been critiqued by outsiders since colonial times 

(Sheldon 2002: 33).   These practices are targeted for elimination in present governmental 

policy because they are considered to lead to women’s subordination.  In the period 

immediately prior to independence, the emancipation of women became part of Frelimo’s 

broader socialist project intended to emancipate the people of Mozambique from 

colonialism, racism, and social and economic structures of oppression.  In this ideology, 

Frelimo combined a fight for women’s emancipation from traditional structures of 

domination with its larger project of social revolution.  From this perspective, women 

needed to be emancipated from traditional practices considered to be oppressive including 

premature, forced, and hereditary marriage, lobolo, polygamy, and initiation rites.15 

 In 1973, two years prior to gaining independence, Frelimo created OMM, the 

Organização da Mulher Moçambicana (Mozambican Women’s Organization).  According to 

a statement made at the organizational meeting, OMM was created as “‘part of the global 

structure of Frelimo, appearing as an arm to reach a new sector, the feminine sector, whose 

                                                 
14 Interview with Sekulu Fazenda; February 28, 2008. 
15 Initiation rites have been considered to be demeaning to women.  From this perspective, they are seen as 
primarily preparing women for subjugation to a husband and his kin in marriage.   
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complete and adequate participation has until now been neglected’”16 (Casimiro 2004: 

183-84).  As an arm of Frelimo, OMM’s founding objectives were to “1) ensure that all 

women become engaged in production (in the factory or in the agricultural cooperative), in 

the planning and organization of work and social life, in the creation of the new man (sic) 

and the new society; and 2) organize the struggle against the old ideas which constitute the 

obstacles to the full participation of women in public and social life as citizens, in economic 

life as free producers and in family life as true companions and revolutionary educators” 

(OMM 1979: 78 cited in Arnfred 1988: 11).   

 As OMM’s founding objectives reveal, women were expected to maintain their 

domestic activities as mothers while also becoming more active outside the domestic sphere.  

At the same time, “Frelimo insisted that men should not be forced to contribute to the 

domestic labor required for the maintenance of the family, even in cases of women who 

worked outside the household” (Marlin 2001: 195).  While Frelimo sought to eradicate lobolo 

and polygamy and other traditional marriage practices that symbolized gender oppression, 

substituting the modernist ideal of the male-headed monogamous family unit “amounted to 

support of patriarchal power” (Marlin 2001: 196).  Frelimo policy at independence failed to 

change the domestic sexual division of labor and the structural roots of women’s 

subordinate social position. 

 Focus on issues like lobolo and polygamy continues in contemporary manifestations 

of the women’s empowerment movement in Mozambique.  As part of a larger project of 

securing women’s rights in the region, feminist activists have advocated to outlaw polygamy 

claiming that in current practice, “the historical symbolism of lobolo as a token of 

appreciation on the part of the groom’s family has shifted to take the form of a commercial 
                                                 
16 My translation from Portuguese. 
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transaction” (WLSA 2002: 8).  In 2004, Mozambique passed the new Family Law (Law 

nr. 10/2004) which legalizes only monogamous marriages.  The principal reason behind the 

outlawing of polygamy is that it is a practice considered to be humiliating to women 

(Rosário 2008: 25).  

 Many residents of Gorongosa connect national policies and educational campaigns 

relating to marriage and gender relations to social instability.  They see the contemporary 

problems as the result of Frelimo policies that were meant to enlighten and liberate the 

population by eradicating religious and traditional practices.  Disdain for such policies was 

so widespread, it contributed greatly to the sentiment leading to support for Renamo in the 

civil war.17  Accepting the agenda of global feminist organizations and events (such as 

CEDAW18 which stimulated the Mozambican government to finally pass the new Family 

Law), the national government finds opposition among many Gorongosans who view the 

state as meddling in their affairs, causing many present-day marital problems. 

 
 
Youth outside the authority of elders 

 A young man named Samuel added another perspective.  He explained the 

instability of marriage as a consequence of youth moving out from under the authority of 

their kin.  They choose their partners on a superficial basis rather than listening to the 

advice of their families about a lover’s reputation.  “For example,” he told me, “I’m here in 

Gorongosa Town, now.  I meet a girl, I don’t even know her parents.  Now, if she just says, 

‘I love you,’ and such, I begin to pursue her.” 19  He followed this example by explaining 

how such flippancy in establishing relationships quickly leads to jealousy and domestic 

                                                 
17 See Chapter 2. 
18 Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women 
19 Interview with Samuel João Baptista; Februaray 10, 2008. 
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violence:  “… tomorrow, when I see her talking to another young man, I begin to 

destroy—not hit—but destroy the girl.”20  In using the word “destroy,” he pointed to how 

jealousy can lead to violence when there is not a solid base of caring and mutual respect 

underlying a relationship.  

 Samuel’s view is widely held.  In a focus group interview with female spirit 

mediums, the group pointed to new trends among youth that result from, and contribute to, 

their position outside the authority of elders.  To them, the tendency of youth in town to 

passear or wander about town, finding marriage partners outside domestic social control was 

one of the primary factors leading to changes in marriage: “Youth are out drinking, hanging 

out in town … When men have lots of money, girls run to them.”  “Girls are being used for 

sex,” they told me.  Men with money have sexual power and enter into many relationships 

with different women.  These “men stay with one woman only a short time, until she gets 

pregnant, and then they abandon her because they find more excitement from someone 

new.”21 

 As seen in Chapter 3, video viewing and new sites of social encounter are widely 

seen as a cause of youth’s changing attitudes, disrespect, and desire for a different life.  The 

nature of social life in Gorongosa’s district capital has intensified the instability of marriage. 

In town, youth are exposed to a flashier lifestyle seen among the social elite and displayed in 

video salons where they congregate.  The desire for this lifestyle has impacted the nature of 

marriage in town more than in surrounding areas where youth remain more closely bound 

by their extended kin networks.   

 
 
                                                 
20 ibid. 
21 Focus group interview at Sereniya’s; October 25, 2007. 
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Economic strain and marital strain 

 One of the most common refrains I heard in people’s commentary about the factors 

leading to marriage problems in town was economic hardship.  As seen in Chapter 3, 

intensifying economic pressures and their associated social changes have had a more acute 

impact in Gorongosa’s district capital compared to rural areas.  Residents of the district 

capital face many more challenges to making a living through agricultural production 

because land pressures in the surrounding areas are severe.  As men seek additional means 

to provide for their families, they range over wider geographical areas.  Further, the social 

milieu of town intensifies young people’s desire to attain membership in higher social 

classes and to engage in the growing consumer economy.  These factors have made it 

increasingly difficult for men to provide for their families.  In some cases, men neglect their 

wives and children’s needs to acquire expensive consumer goods. 

 One elderly man commented that divorce is becoming more common “because 

things with money are very difficult.” 22  Men, he exclaimed, “não estão a aguentar com 

despezas.” In other words, men are unable to meet their families’ basic material needs.  His 

commentary placed the blame not on male irresponsibility, but on the broader economic 

situation that has made it increasingly difficult to pay for goods that were once affordable.  

 

 
Economic Dependence: Gender relations and constraints to women’s search for 
cash 
 

 If the broader economic situation makes it difficult for men to support their 

families, women are even more constrained.  Limits to women’s economic activities are 

                                                 
22 ibid. 
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created by the gender roles and obligations defined in marriage, and also by wider social 

conventions.  These limits create and reinforce women’s dependence on men for financial 

support.  As will be discussed in greater detail in the final section of this chapter, this is one 

of the major factors contributing to marriage instability in the current context.  This section 

provides a description of normative gender roles governing marriage relationships and 

economic activities.   

 
Normative gender roles 

 In marriage, women and men are expected to fulfill particular roles and obligations 

as part of the relationship.  The primary social responsibility of a husband is to provide the 

material necessities for his wife and children.  According to one elder woman, prior to 

traditional marriage a young man will be counseled by his elders “to take part in the field 

work, to buy things for his wife, and not to abuse or beat his wife.”23  He will also be 

responsible for constructing and maintaining all the needed structures that constitute a 

home.  Fees and material needs for children’s schooling and health care also fall under a 

man’s responsibility.  Thus, men are meant to actively seek the money, goods and materials 

necessary to fulfill these obligations. 

 The primary role of a married woman is to provide children for her husband’s 

lineage.  In fact, a woman’s worth in marriage hinges on reproductive success.  This is not 

just a responsibility but also a valuable opportunity for a girl to move from childhood to 

adulthood and to gain the social esteem that comes with being a mother.  In becoming a 

mother, a woman becomes a socially recognized and respected member of society.  The 

prestige of motherhood gradually accrues until a woman is fully incorporated as a member 
                                                 
23 Interview with Rosita Jilliasse; March 21, 2008.  “Mwamuna analangwa:  kutengesa zvinhu na mukadzi 
watche … não pode shupawo/ kuneranawo mukadzi watche” 
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of her husband’s group (Sibisi 1977: 168).  Through this process, a woman slowly gains 

greater respect and authority among her husband’s kin, eventually becoming a full member 

of the lineage as a genitor of lineage members, rather than as a child of the lineage (Sibisi 

1977: 168).    

 The duties of a married woman, on the one hand, are numerous and relentless, and 

require dedication and tireless work.  On the other hand, a marriage bond affords a woman 

with the material support required for establishing and maintaining a household and for 

raising children.  Marriage affords a woman with access to land for agricultural production.  

Even when a marriage is strained, many women seek to shore up their position in order to 

hold on to the benefits the relationship affords.  A woman’s kin also supply her with advice 

to manage marriage.  Prior to marriage, young girls are counseled on the importance of hard 

work and respect.  Elders advise young women not to insult anyone at her husband’s home, 

and always to work hard in the fields.  If a woman is lazy in performing her duties, her 

husband will lodge complaints with her mother who will be criticized for raising a lazy 

child.24  As a general principle, women are meant to remain in the domestic orbit, caring for 

and rearing the children, working in the fields, and performing domestic tasks such as 

processing grain, preparing food, washing clothes, and fetching water and firewood.  If a 

man practices agriculture, he typically contributes only a portion of his produce to the 

family and the rest is sold.  Produce of a woman’s fields is typically the primary source of 

food for their household.     

 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
24 ibid. 



 385
Marriage, authority and seniority 
 
   Because marriage relations begin with the transfer of wealth from the groom to the 

bride and, in some cases, to the bride’s family, this leads men to assume a position of 

leadership in the domestic realm.  One male residing on Gorongosa Mountain described his 

role in his household relative to his wife and children: “Here at home, I am the king and this 

is my kingdom!  The person in charge here is me!”25  As this statement illustrates, the 

attitude that a man is in charge at home, directing all aspects of domestic life, making 

demands on his wife and children and expecting respect, is prevalent in most kinds of 

marriage arrangements.  

 It is important to note that kin relations are not necessarily gendered.  Rather, 

kinship relations are organized in relational hierarchies based on seniority (Oyewumi 2002).  

For instance, in any gathering of people, the person with the most seniority, regardless of 

gender, will take on the role of authority, making decisions, and regulating the relations of 

those present.  I often watched young children playing in groups, and observed the eldest 

child taking on the position of authority: making directives and scolding younger members 

of the group for their misdeeds.  The same principle follows for relations among kin.  

Whenever a woman’s husband is away from the home, as is often the case, she assumes 

authority over her children and their behavior.   

 In marriage, a woman’s position among her husband’s kin is continually changing as 

her seniority accrues over time with increasing age, and her status among her kin grows with 

the birth of each successive child.  It is possible for a woman to assume the position of 

authority over other men of her husband’s lineage.  For example, in one family with whom I 

lived, the senior female was the supreme authority of the household.  Because her husband 
                                                 
25 Field notes; April 12, 2007. 
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had died shortly after the civil war, she was the head of the household—the person 

accorded the greatest respect who made all the major decisions regarding the affairs of the 

household that included her three sons and each of their families residing with her in her 

compound.   

 In the presence of their husbands, women have relatively less authority over major 

decisions in the household such as economic activities, the use of money, sexual activities 

and spacing of children.  In the areas of Gorongosa where traditional patterns of settlement 

and socioeconomic organization prevail, a man’s authority in his home is regulated by 

traditional rules and by extended networks of nearby kin.  The authority of a young husband 

in relation to his wife and children is kept in check by his elders, who monitor his behavior 

and ensure that he does not abuse his position.  If a man is failing to provide for his wife 

and children, a woman can lodge a complaint with his elders who can then counsel the 

young man on correct behavior.  Traditional rules regulating behavior also serve to govern 

sexual relationships.  For instance, traditional regulations surrounding child birth (madzvade) 

require a long period of abstinence on the part of a new mother following child birth, 

thereby ensuring the spacing of children.    

 As discussed in Chapter 6, socio-economic changes are leading many young men, 

especially in Gorongosa’s district capital, to distance themselves from their extended kin 

networks, choosing instead to establish nuclear family settlements.  While this arrangement 

affords a couple an attractive degree of freedom, it also reduces the social control that 

extended kin can have on the couple’s behavior.  Further, in Gorongosa’s district capital, 

most families have dropped their observance of traditional rules that regulate sexual 

behavior—rules that protect against infidelity and closely-spaced births.  Living away from 
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their elder kin, men become the highest authority of the household on a day-to-day 

basis.  In this position, it is easier for them to abuse their authority, showing disrespect for 

their wives in ways that, in other contexts, would be unacceptable. 

 

Handling cash:  Gender relations governing household income 

 In domestic relationships, the cash that each adult member of a household earns in 

their agricultural and economic activities is for them to use at their discretion.  Time and 

again, women told me that the money they made from selling surplus grain and produce 

from their gardens (or other economic activities, see below) was theirs to use as they saw fit.  

However, most men expected their wives to show them the money they earned and to 

inform them how they acquired it.26  Refusal to do so could arouse suspicion and lead to 

conflict.  Many men reciprocate by informing their wives about the money they have 

earned, but the social obligation to do so is not as binding for them.   

 Though women’s money earned is theirs to spend, the enormity of their domestic 

responsibilities leaves them without freedom or flexibility to engage in significant economic 

pursuits.  Another limitation to women’s economic activities is the control husbands can 

exercise over their daily activities.  Many women complain that their husbands limit their 

economic activities to prevent them from earning significant income.  One question that 

this raises is, why is it that men want to limit their wife’s economic activity and control her 

income?  Wouldn’t an increase in income benefit the husband as a member of the 

household?   

 Sinista, a woman who resides on Gorongosa Mountain, explained the reasons 

clearly.  A man, she said, will strut around, nhuku.  He shows off, anadungudza, proud of his 
                                                 
26 Interview with Eusebio Ernesto; March 13, 2008. 
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wealth, saying “Napfumi” (lit.:  “I’m a rich man”).27  She was pointing out how a man is 

happy in the position of financial superiority to his wife; a position that he seeks to protect 

by controlling his wife’s economic activities.  Sinista explained, “men refuse to let their 

wives do things to earn money because she will then not respect him and anashora [she will 

disrespect him].  So he won’t allow her to cultivate potatoes or beans.”28  To sum up the 

nature of the domestic relationship between men and their wives, she said, “mukadzi 

anatongwa ninga mwana,” literally, “A woman is ruled like a child.”29   

 In the current economic climate, access to money is access to social power.  As 

discussed in Chapter 6, the social organization based on “wealth in people” has been 

supplemented by “wealth in cash,” because it brings social and sexual power and influence.  

In order to maintain and maximize their authority in the domestic realm, therefore, many 

men limit their wives’ entrepreneurial activities.  This leads to a sentiment many women 

share that, as Sinista put it, they are being treated as children.  As will be seen below, in 

addition to a husband’s control, women’s economic activities are further constrained by 

social conventions that limit the economic activities they can engage in outside the home.   

 

Sellers of fruit and flour: Limits to women’s economic activities in Gorongosa 
central market 
 
 Chapter 3 illustrated the rapid growth of Gorongosa’s central market, and revealed 

some of the social aspects of this recent development, including the geographic origin of 

                                                 
27 ibid. 
28 ibid. Potatoes and beans are two valuable cash crops that grow well on Gorongosa Mountain. Their high 
market value has led cultivation of these crops to become a mostly male activity.  Because of their desire 
to keep their wives financially dependent, many men limit women’s production of beans, which are used 
mostly for domestic consumption.  Women with more extensive fields tended to be unmarried.  
Cultivation of potatoes is more strongly a male activity because it involves climbing to higher elevations to 
cultivate fields.  The geographical distance from home keeps most women out of potato production. 
29 ibid. 
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most of the new traders.  Another social side to Gorongosa’s marketplace is the 

gendered divisions among the sellers.  Just as the expansion of Gorongosa’s central market 

has led to only a marginal increase in long-term Gorongosa residents’ business activities 

there, as Figure 7.3 illustrates, the market’s expansion has not significantly increased the 

proportion of women participating in trade:  

0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

19
83

19
84

19
85

19
86

19
87

19
90

19
92

19
93

19
94

19
95

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

Year Began Selling

Gorongosa Market Vendors, by Gender

Men
Women

Fig. 7.3:   Vendors in Gorongosa’s central market, by gender 
 
By far, most new vendors in Gorongosa’s market are men.  Of a total number of 163 

vendors surveyed, only 31, or nineteen percent, were women, only four of whom were from 

Gorongosa district.  Two percent of all the market vendors surveyed, then, were women 

from Gorongosa.   

 Another significant social aspect of Gorongosa’s marketplace is the extremely 

gendered nature of the sale of products.  Female traders tend to engage in business on an 
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occasional basis, selling surplus grain and produce from their gardens when it is in 

season.  Women invariably sell goods that have the smallest profit margins; namely produce, 

and maize or sorghum flour.  Figure 7.4 clearly reveals the gendered division of products for 

sale at the market: 
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Figure 7.4:   The gendered nature of the sale of products at the marketplace  

 
 This gendered nature of trade in Gorongosa’s market does not represent a lack of 

entrepreneurial spirit among women.  In fact, as will be seen below, many women are 

ingenious entrepreneurs, making money in inventive ways.  The overarching rule that leads 

to this patterning of trade at the market is that men’s and women’s economic activities must 

remain in line with their social responsibilities.  Because social norms in Gorongosa dictate 
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that women’s responsibilities lie in the domestic sphere, their entrepreneurial activities 

must fall within this domain as well.  This is why women who engage in trade at the central 

market are largely limited to the sale of agricultural produce and its products, such as flour.  

Because women are tasked with agricultural production for family consumption, just as they 

are responsible for turning harvested grain into flour, trade in produce and flour is an 

extension of their domestic activities, keeping their departure from the home to sell in the 

market tied to the domestic realm.  

 
Figure 7.5:  Women entrepreneurs sell flour at the market—an extension of their domestic 
responsibilities 
 
 Further, the product of women’s labor is assigned very low value at the marketplace.  

Our survey of market vendors revealed that flour was, by far, the item with the lowest profit 

margin, followed by produce.  According to the self-reports of four women selling flour, 

their monthly profits range from 300- 500 MTN, the equivalent of about 12- 20 US 
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dollars.30  Women selling produce, on average, estimated that they earned anywhere 

from 1500 – 2900 MTN (about 60-116 USD) each month.  By contrast, male traders in 

dried fish reported earning an average of 10,000 – 16,000 MTN per month, the equivalent 

of approximately $400- $640.  While all these figures are sketchy at best, deriving from 

traders’ best estimates and self reports, they clearly illustrate the stark contrast between what 

male and female traders at Gorongosa market can hope to earn on a monthly basis.   

 Gorongosa’s central market visibly reveals the social limits to women’s participation 

in the informal economy.  The vast majority of goods sold for profit are the preserve of 

men whose greatest profits come from oil, electronics, hardware, grocery items, and meat.  

Aside from the few women who manage to sell flour or produce from their gardens, 

women mostly earn cash by selling surplus maize or sorghum to itinerant traders who come 

to rural areas to buy grain for urban markets.  These social limitations on women’s trade are 

also limits to their economic self-sufficiency, promoting their dependence on a male partner 

for economic survival.  Though women face great economic challenges, many have crafted 

ways to make their way in a world that increasingly requires cash for survival.   

 

“Nipa is a better husband than a man”: women’s entrepreneurial activities outside 
the market 
 
   Women’s responsibilities in the domestic sphere, though limiting, do not prevent 

them from developing innovative strategies to earn money in Gorongosa’s changing 

economic climate.  One of the primary forms of earning cash in Gorongosa is through 

informal contract labor (see Figure 7.7).  In this work, known as muterekita, women perform 

labor for others such as preparing or weeding fields, harvesting grain, pounding grain for 
                                                 
30 US dollar equivalents, here are based on an assumed rate of 25 MTN to 1 US dollar, the average rate of 
exchange in c. 2006-2007. 
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the grinding mill, or carrying water.31  These are usually short term contracts, often 

between neighbors who seek assistance for labor intensive tasks or when a member of the 

household falls ill.  Women typically search for muterikita in a pinch, to meet an immediate 

need for cash.   On an everyday basis, many women find other ways to create a steady 

stream of income.  For instance, they may engage in “micro-trading” on the edge of town.  

Buying dried fish in large quantities at the central market and then selling it for profit from 

home is particularly popular. 

 Other women are “cooking up money” in interesting ways without leaving the 

domestic sphere.  The town bus stop has become a new market for women’s trade, though 

the women themselves are usually hidden behind the scenes.  Mothers send their young 

children to circulate at the crossroads with goods for sale.  Children carry baskets of bolos 

(small, slightly sweetened, deep fried cakes), boiled eggs, or homemade petiscos (a Portuguese 

word for “snacks”).  Women fortunate enough to have electricity and freezers can make 

even greater profits selling soft drinks, beer, and frozen meats from home.   They can also 

send children to the center of town carrying coolers full of frozen popsicles and canned or 

bottled soda.   

 While most of this trade is informal, in certain cases, women initiate their own 

collectives to maximize their profits.  One informal association of young women caters to 

the growing crowd of men and women who come out at night to drink at the local bars and 

kiosks.  Working on a rotating schedule, they alternate nights to set up small charcoal grills 

at the bus stop, making grilled chicken petiscos on site for passersby.  Because social norms in 

Gorongosa prevent married women from leaving the home after dark, these nighttime 

                                                 
31 See Chapter 3. 
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grillers tend to be outsiders; women who have come to Gorongosa from neighboring 

regions, especially Beira, Caia and Quelimane.    

 
Figure 7.6:    Pottery production is a female-gendered activity 
 
 
 In Gorongosa, women have a special niche in the production of pottery.  They 

make pots of all sizes to sell for water containers or cooking pots, but this activity is losing 

profitability in the expanding market of available goods which includes a wide array of 

plastic containers for carrying and storing water and aluminum pots for cooking.  Partly 

because the production and sale of pottery is not lucrative, and partly because this trade is 

looked down upon by many new residents coming to Gorongosa from more cosmopolitan 

areas, pottery production is on the wane. 

 However, other female-gendered economic activities are flourishing.  The domestic 

production and sale of alcohol is one of the most profitable and popular economic activities 

for women.  Because alcohol production takes place in the home and transforms 

agricultural products into alcohol through cooking, this activity is generally considered their 
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preserve.  Women can make large sums of money by brewing kabanga32 or by distilling 

nipa33 and selling it from home.   

 
Figure 7.7:   A typical set up for distilling nipa 
 
 Women can count on a good income from nipa or kabanga.  The production and sale 

of alcohol is, by far, the most profitable legal economic activity available to women in 

Gorongosa.  For instance, one distiller explained to me that she made 1.5 liters of nipa in 

each batch, and has always sold every drop, earning 500 MTN (about $30) each time.   

 Remarking on the profitability of this kind of domestic venture, one woman told 

me:  “Nipa is a better husband than a man … it gives me money.”34  When I visited her 

home for the first time, Lúcia showed me around the small mud-walled building with 

cement floors, proudly pointing out that she had financed its construction herself:   

                                                 
32 A type of non-ceremonial beer brewed from fermented maize or sorghum. 
33 Distilled liquor usually made from sugar cane or bananas. 
34 Interview with Lúcia Baptista, June 2, 2008. 
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I did all of this—I bought the cement to make the floor, the corrugated metal 
sheets for the roof: EVERTHING that’s here comes from the nipa money.  It’s 
all from there!35 

 
Following in the footsteps of her half-sister, Lúcia was in the final stages of a long process 

of becoming a spirit-medium.  Though her acceptance to marry a spirit led her previous 

husband to become jealous and abusive, Lúcia’s financial independence allowed her the 

freedom, as she put it, to “send that husband away,” and she was not alone for long.  

 Lúcia’s wealth from alcohol production and the promise of even more financial 

power from her future healing practice as a spirit medium attracted a suitor from the 

southern part of Sofala Province.  An itinerant field laborer, he travelled to Gorongosa for 

periods each year to work others’ fields.  Lúcia told me that he approached her at home one 

day saying, “I want a wife like you—you are clever.  I like that.”36  She accepted his 

proposal, hoping the marriage would afford her children. 

 Because it is such a lucrative business, more women are drawn to domestic alcohol 

production.  Results from the survey I conducted revealed that the domestic production and 

sale of alcohol has become the fourth most common form of income generation in 

Goronogosa.37  In the past, fewer women produced and sold alcohol at home because it is 

an activity that is considered undesirable, and carries social risks, since sites of alcohol 

consumption attract unsavory behavior.  Many men prohibit their wives from producing 

and selling alcohol at home because it can harm a household’s reputation.  However, 

economic pressures have pushed more women to risk their reputation in return for more 

                                                 
35 Interview with Lúcia Baptista, June 2, 2008.  “Eu fiz tudo isto—compra de cimento para fazer o chão, as 
chapas, TUDO que está aqui vem do dinheiro de bebida!  É tudo dali!” 
36 ibid. “... eu quero uma mulher como você—você tem ideia.  Eu gosto disto”  The phrase “ter ideia” from 
Portuguese, literally means, “you are clever,” but this phrase is frequently used to indicate a  disciplined 
and far-sighted economic savvy.  
37 See Chapter 3, Figure 3.14 
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economic stability.  Also, most alcohol production for sale takes place in female-headed 

households, or when physical disability or some other factor severely limits a man’s capacity 

to work.  Women involved in marriage relationships that are strained in some way are more 

likely to resort to alcohol production as a survival strategy.  In recent years, more men have 

been open to their wives producing alcohol to support the family when other options are 

few. 

 Not only do gender, politics, and social standing govern women’s economic 

activities, but religious identification also plays a key role.  Women participants of 

Pentecostal churches are prohibited from both consumption and production of alcohol.   In 

a group interview with members of the women’s group of The Free Assembly of 

Mozambique in a neighborhood of the district capital, one woman exclaimed:   

Tinamadire ya Jesu …” (we liken ourselves to Jesus) … “this is difficult for us … 
women outside of church can make a good living brewing nipa and kabanga …  
we can’t do that.  We are praying so that when we die, our suffering will end.38  
 

Placing their hopes for an end to suffering elsewhere, church groups’ limitation on alcohol 

production has not slowed the overwhelming rates of conversion and active participation in 

Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa. 

 Though production and sale of nipa and kabanga affords some women economic 

independence and power in Gorongosa, this activity remains the preserve of a few.  For the 

most part, domestic relationships and social conventions that limit the range of women’s 

economic and social orbits to the home and field create a level of economic exclusion that 

feeds women’s economic dependence on their husbands.  This kind of dependence is 

intensifying in the current economic climate where pressures for cash are extreme. 

 
                                                 
38 June 12, 2008; Focus group interview with women’s group of Free Assembly Church of Mozambique 
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Marriage Instability and the Failure to Fulfill Marital Obligations 

 Marital instability arises especially when either men or women are unable to uphold 

their responsibilities to the relationship.  The failure of a husband to provide for his family 

or the inability of a woman to produce descendents for her husband’s lineage can lead to 

conflict, separation, or divorce.  In a time when sufficient income is more difficult to 

acquire and when increasing rates of malnutrition, child mortality, and widespread STDs 

impair women’s ability to conceive and raise children to adulthood, many marriages are 

failing.  Either the man or woman in the relationship is unable to uphold their side of the 

“social contract.”  Further, when a man’s lineage is struggling with illness, death, and other 

misfortunes, women, as outsiders living among their husband’s kin, are often the focus of 

accusations that can end in dissolution of her ties to that family. 

 

Failure to support the family: the search for cash and financial neglect 

 The primary complaint women have about their husbands is their failure to meet 

material needs.  Most women are largely dependent on their husbands to fulfill their 

obligations to the relationship—to provide the goods not produced at home.  As seen in 

Chapter 3 and in the description of labor migration,39 the nature of the market economy is 

such that it is increasingly difficult to earn sufficient money to meet basic needs.  This 

situation is compounded by men’s desires to attain a lifestyle that places them in a higher 

socio-economic level.  In their search for social standing, many young men end up 

neglecting the basic needs of their wives and children.   

 Another factor contributing to men’s failure to fulfill their financial obligations is 

their physical absence for long periods of time.  The increasing mobility required for men to 
                                                 
39 See Chapter 6 
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earn sufficient income has had a strong impact on marriage—affecting both the way 

marriages are established and posing challenges to their stability.  When a man travels, he 

typically leaves behind his wife and children to tend the fields.  When he stays away for 

months or even years at a time, he has a duty to send money for despezas or basic household 

needs.  However, many men fail to fulfill this obligation, sending money only on rare 

occasions or not at all, leaving their wives and children to confront severe hardship as they 

try to acquire the basic necessities.   

 Other men neglect their wives not out of financial difficulties, but out of a loss of 

affection.  In Gorongosa’s district capital, this kind of neglect is common due to decreasing 

social control over men who establish nuclear family settlements away from their natal kin.  

Loss of respect for elder authorities who might shame a man for such actions also 

contributes to neglect.  Men with financial means do not have difficulty finding new wives, 

and may prefer to concentrate limited resources on young women who are more physically 

attractive and emotionally exciting. 

 

The impact on women’s kin 

 As marriage problems increase, the impact is felt not only by the women in troubled 

relationships, but also by their kin who must intervene and assume responsibility for her 

and her children.  One woman stated: 

We suffer because our daughters marry … they have three children and then 
their husband tires of them and divorces them … Then another man will come 
to court her, promise to take care of her and support her and the children.  
They marry, but then he doesn’t fazer despeza40 … like my daughter who now is 
at home.41   
 

                                                 
40 “Fazer despeza” means to provide basic household necessities. 
41 Interview with Fariana; June 12, 2008. 
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The social impact of unstable marriages extend to the couple’s kin and their children.  In 

an ideal marriage relationship, the benefits of the union are meant to accrue both to a young 

woman and to her family.  For this reason, mothers particularly value female offspring not 

only for help with chores and for companionship, but also for the benefits they eventually 

receive from their marriage.  Marriage instability is making female offspring seem more like 

a burden.  When I asked one interviewee if women prefer to have male or female offspring, 

this sentiment was clear:  

It’s better to have a son, because he will make money and take care of you 
when he grows up.  A daughter’s lobolo doesn’t last long, and then there are so 
many bad men these days, that she won’t have any money to contribute to her 
mother.  She will go and get married to a bad man, and he will give nothing to 
his mother-in-law.42 
 

In severe cases, women who are unable to endure their husbands’ financial neglect seek 

refuge among their natal families temporarily or permanently.  When this happens, men’s 

failure to provide for their wives and children transfers the burden of care to the woman’s 

family.  Another vignette illustrates this clearly.   

 One woman I came to know, Fostina, had married a teacher and had five children 

with him.  When her youngest child was breast feeding, her husband married one of his 

students.  Soon thereafter, he stopped providing for her and her children.  Unable to 

manage on her own, Fostina returned home to her natal family.  Her mother was outraged 

that her son-in-law was not supporting his family despite his significant income.  On three 

separate occasions, she lodged a complaint with the police, hoping to force him to provide 

for his children.  However, even with these interventions, his financial neglect continued.  

She saw her son-in-law’s refusal to support his children as a personal insult.  She recounted 

for me what she had told her son-in-law:  
                                                 
42 Interview with Rosa Fole; February 23, 2008. 
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We worked to raise our daughter here—up until the time you married her.  Now, 
you want us to continue raising your children?  No!  We already raised our 
daughter that you took.  Now, it is your responsibility—you must take care of 
your children!43 
 

Fostina’s younger sister Shika also expressed despair at the burden of six additional people 

to her parents’ household:  

How are we going to manage?  Even me, though I have a husband living with 
me at my home, I am sacrificing a great deal to give my children everything 
that is necessary.  Now, this sister of mine—is she going to be able to manage 
to do this on her own?!  She won’t be able to!  Shii!  Not now—with the way 
all the things here in town are becoming so expensive.  Who is going to help 
her?!44 

 
Shika’s exclamation at her sister’s situation reveals the extreme hardship often associated 

with marriage instability, separation, and divorce.   

 It is because of such hardship that few women remain single for long.  Because of 

their precarious economic situation and the burden they present to their families, divorced 

or separated women frequently enter new relationships soon after their return home.  

Unless a woman is employed in a salaried job or can secure another reliable source of 

income, her financial dependence on one man will quickly shift to another.  Because of her 

limited resources, she often accepts the next man that comes along often leading, as 

discussed above, to a cycle of bad relationships.  

 

Reproductive failure: Infertility and marriage insecurity 

 
Christy: How many times have you been sent to your father’s home? 
Filomena: Since the death of my child in Beira until today, three times.  
Because when the baby died in the Central Hospital in Beira, my husband 
returned me to my father’s home and after a while, when another baby died 

                                                 
43 Interview with Fostina Maria de Fatima Joni; June 20, 2008. 
44 Interview with Shika Chongo; February 7, 2008. 
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after we had reconciled, I was sent home again, and this time is the third time that 
I’m here at my father’s house.45 
 

As Filomena’s experiences reveal, when women are unable to provide children for their 

husband’s lineage, this can lead to separation or eventually divorce.  The loss of a child can 

ignite significant turmoil as families seek to find and remove the cause.  Filomena was sent 

home after the loss of each child because her husband’s family suspected that spirits from 

her natal family were to blame for their deaths.  Each time, after her family had addressed 

the problem, she returned to live with her husband.  At the time of our interview, it was 

uncertain whether they would reach a resolution again, but prospects were not good.  In 

many cases, temporary separation after such tragic occurrences can end in reconciliation 

between the two families, and the marriage bond can be renewed, returning a woman to her 

husband’s home.  Many women, however, are not so fortunate.   

  Women’s responsibility to produce children for their husband’s lineage makes 

fertility central to their relationship.  Fertility, broadly defined, includes conceiving, giving 

birth to and raising children that survive past the age of a toddler.  As seen in Chapter 6, 

many couples live together prior to completing formal marriage as a test of their 

compatibility and their ability to reproduce successfully.  While a couple’s loss of children 

can throw the relationship into conflict or lead to temporary separation or divorce, the 

inability for a woman to conceive brings particular strife.  When a woman is unable to 

conceive, she and her husband search to find the problem and who is at fault.  This may be 

the result of spiritual influences that “tie” either of them, preventing conception, or men 

may simply be ngomua, or sterile.  Or, as Gerrits noted, it may be that their blood is 

“incompatible,” in which case a man is usually found to be at fault (1997: 44).  In most 
                                                 
45 Interview with Filomena; July 16, 2003. 
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cases, however, the fault of infertility problems is found to lie with the woman.  As will 

be discussed in Chapter 8, both church participants and spirit-mediums provide treatments 

to help women resolve troubles with conception—vital assistance to help maintain the 

marriage.  Women in Gorongosa have been facing particular challenges to maintaining their 

marriages in recent times partially because of high rates of sterility and infant mortality.    

 
Sterility in Mozambique 

 According to medical and demographic surveys of infertility rates in sub-Saharan 

Africa, Mozambique has one of the highest rates of both primary and secondary infertility 

(Larsen 2000). In sub-Saharan Africa, the single major cause of infertility is gonorrhea, 

which leads to tubal infection and occlusion (Frank 1983).  Other complications from STIs46 

including gonorrhea, chlamydia, genital ulcer disease (GUD), trichonomas vaginalis, and 

syphilis can lead to complications such as pelvic inflammatory disease, which can cause 

sterility or complications in birth.  Further, classical STIs facilitate the transmission of HIV 

infection and their widespread prevalence in Mozambique most likely has greatly facilitated 

the explosion of HIV rates in the country following the end of the civil war (Vuylsteke, et. 

al. 1993).   

 Data on infertility in Africa are scarce and unreliable (Frank 1983).  Studies on STIs 

in Mozambique are more numerous, but tend to focus on urban areas (Vuylsteke, et. al. 

1993).   However, one study of STIs in rural Inhambane Province provides insight into high 

prevalence rates of STIs in rural areas of Mozambique.  This study found evidence of one 

or more STIs in 59 percent of female patients and 65 percent of male patients.  The study 

also found that prevalence rates for syphilis (15%) and gonorrhea (7%) were much higher 

                                                 
46 Sexually Transmitted Infections 
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than other countries in the region, as well as higher than previous findings for urban 

areas of Mozambique.  Because this study was conducted in 1993, it is safe to assume that 

prevalence rates in rural areas of Mozambique remain as high if not higher nearly 15 years 

later.  Rural health posts do not conduct routine gynecological exams and most do not have 

the means to conduct laboratory tests for STIs.  High rates of STIs greatly increase women’s 

vulnerability to sterility. 

 
Malnutrition, illness, and child mortality 

 In addition to high rates of sterility, malnutrition has also become an increasing 

problem in Gorongosa, contributing to high infant mortality.  Malnutrition, in particular, is 

clearly tied to marital instability.  Not only can it lead to childhood death and disease and 

ignite marital conflict, but it is also more likely that women who have been divorced or are 

financially neglected by their husbands will be unable to feed their children properly.  

Growing rates of child mortality are connected directly to the intensification of material 

deprivation and poverty.   

 Child loss in Gorongosa is an all-too-common occurrence.  Results from the survey 

I conducted reveal that, for women in Gorongosa, to be a mother, almost always means to 

also lose a child.47  Figure 7.8 shows that, among women aged 38-42, 81 percent had lost at 

least one child.  These figures do not account for the age of children at death, and thus 

include women who have lost adult children as well as those who have lost infants and 

young children.  However, these results reveal how common it is for women to face 

bereavement at the loss of children. 

                                                 
47 See Introduction for a description of the survey and discussion of methodology. 
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Figure 7.8:   Percentage of women who have lost at least one child, by age groups 

 Most women lose children when they are still under the age of five.  Official data 

reveal that Mozambique has the highest rate of infant mortality in the region.  Defined as 

the number of deaths of children under 12 months of age per 1,000 live births, 

Mozambique’s rate of infant mortality is 123.6 compared to 82.5 in Tanzania, 89.4 in 

Uganda and 93.9 in Zambia (Fox 2008: 155).  In Sofala Province,48 this figure is 

considerably higher, the second highest in the country, at 149 (Fox 2008: 156).  The 

prevalence of diarrhea and malaria contributes significantly to the risk of child death.  For 

instance, malaria infection during pregnancy results in severe maternal anemia and low birth 

weight, and thus can be an indirect cause of infant mortality (Gamble, et.al 2007).   

 Malnutrition contributes significantly to these high rates of child mortality.  Poor 

nutrition is widely recognized as a cause of children’s susceptibility to illness.  A study 

conducted in 2003 revealed that nationwide, 41 percent of children under the age of 5 were 

short for their age or suffered chronic malnutrition (INE and MISAU 2005: 178).  The 

same study revealed that in Sofala Province, 42 percent of children under the age of 5 

                                                 
48 Sofala is the province where Gorongosa is located.  
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suffered from “chronic malnutrition” (INE and MISAU 2005: 181).   Since this study, 

rates of malnutrition in the country have continued to increase (Fox 2008).   

 Annual reports from the District Directorate of Health (DDS) in Gorongosa also 

reveal a sharp increase in malnutrition rates in recent years.  In 2006, the number of children 

admitted to the district’s central health post for severe malnutrition was more than double 

the number in 2003 (See Figure 7.9).  In 2007, the total number of cases increased again, 

rising to 223—20 percent above the cases observed in 2006 (DPS 2008).     
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Figure 7.9:  Number of children admitted for severe malnourishment at the district’s central 
health post (DPS 2007). 
 
 While these numbers illustrate the growth of malnutrition cases in the district, they 

do not provide an accurate portrait of its prevalence.  Only serious cases lead to hospital 

stays and many sick people do not visit the health post in the first place.49 Absolute numbers 

of malnutrition are likely considerably higher.  Chronic malnutrition severely weakens a 

child’s immune system, leaving him or her vulnerable to other diseases, and thus these 

official data only show part of the story.   

                                                 
49 See Chapter 5. 
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 While numbers are a window into the story, these data reveal just how 

dangerous infancy is in Gorongosa.  Many practices surrounding birth, such as delayed 

naming of newborns, mark the dangers.  Couples make strident efforts to protect their 

children, when in the womb and when they are newborns.  One prominent way to protect 

newborns is to seek special assistance and protection that church groups and n’gangas 

provide.   

 
Malnutrition as a result of ignorance? 

 The rapid increase in malnutrition rates in Gorongosa baffles health personnel and 

directors of NGOs operating in the district.  Gorongosa is widely known for its high 

agricultural production relative to other parts of the country.  Large quantities of grain are 

sold to supply urban consumers, earning it the reputation of being the “celeiro de Sofala” or 

the “granary of Sofala” Province.50  Given Gorongosa’s agricultural production, the 

extremely high rates of chronic malnutrition that even surpass areas of lower agricultural 

productivity seems a troubling paradox.  The World Bank’s recent report on poverty in 

Mozambique also characterizes high rates of malnutrition at the national level that persist 

despite positive macroeconomic gains as a “paradox” (Fox 2008: 157).  “Despite the growth 

in real consumption across most of the country,” the report states, “chronic malnutrition 

did not improve accordingly; it even worsened in rural areas and in some provinces” 

[including Sofala] (Fox 2008: 157).   

 For over ten years, NGOs operating in Gorongosa District have organized 

campaigns to combat malnutrition.  Nearly all of these interventions have relied on 

nutritional education, teaching women the basics of good nutrition and how to prepare 

                                                 
50 See Chapter 3. 
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nutrient rich meals from available produce.  However, despite these interventions, 

malnutrition rates have continued to rise.   These educational interventions make the 

assumption that the cause of malnutrition in the district is a lack of nutritional knowledge, 

particularly among women whose role is to prepare food for the family.  However, the 

reality is much more complicated.  Constraints to agricultural productivity as described in 

Chapter 3 are a primary factor.  Gender relations and pressures for cash income also play a 

significant part.  

 While women’s agricultural production provides for the needs of a given household, 

women have limited means to produce or to purchase foods rich in nutrients.  Typically, 

women produce primarily cereal crops, providing the basic staple foods for household 

consumption.  Garden crops such as collards, chard, and other greens; tomatoes; onions; 

peanuts; butter beans51 and other nutrient-rich foods are a small portion of what women 

produce.  These crops are more costly in terms of labor and inputs.  To expand production 

often requires purchasing seeds at high cost.  Horticultural production requires more 

attention through watering, irrigation and pest control.  The financial and time investment 

needed for such crops makes them difficult for most women to produce on a large scale, 

since their time is limited by the enormity of their daily domestic responsibilities.  

 Because of the high cost and labor required, large-scale horticultural production in 

Gorongosa is a male-dominated activity.  While a man may allocate a portion of these foods 

for home consumption, this decision is his to make.  Many men sell their produce to 

maximize their cash income.  Holding valuable food crops to wait for price increases on the 

                                                 
51 What is known as feijão manteiga in Portuguese (literally, “butter beans”) is valuable as a cash crop and 
the majority of this nutrient-rich food is grown by men for sale.  Women, however, are the primary 
cultivators of feijão nhemba, or pigeon peas, which are not highly valued for sale and so, when in season, 
they provide a major source of protein for a household.  



 409
market or as a kind of “bank” for emergency needs is a common strategy.  On many 

occasions, I encountered families with visibly malnourished children whose fathers were 

storing sacks of beans or peanuts inside the family home.   

 When men set the priorities for the use of the products of their labor, food for 

household consumption is often not high on their list.  Many men, seeking to improve their 

financial position, choose to reinvest income to expand their trade.  For others, their first 

priority is to acquire expensive consumer goods such as cell phones, bicycles, or 

motorcycles which advance their business.  Still others, as seen above, are overstretched 

because they have established multiple domestic partnerships and are unable to meet the 

needs of all.  Finally, alcoholism is another problem that serves as a sink for household 

income.  While some men drink to escape the harsh realities of life, their alcohol 

consumption can worsen those same realities for their dependents. 

 Financial stress and income scarcity is becoming more common.  Increasingly 

frequent crises such as illness and deaths can quickly deplete a household’s material wealth.  

In these ways, the nature of contemporary economics and gender relations creates the 

conditions for increasing rates of malnutrition, infertility, and infant death.   

  

Illness and accusation: Misfortune and women’s vulnerability in marriage 

 When illness, death or other types of misfortune befall a household, this can lead to 

divorce or separation.  A woman who lives among her husband’s kin is in a vulnerable 

position.  If misfortune befalls his family while she resides with him, she may be seen as the 

cause—most frequently as a vehicle for malignant spirits from her lineage that travel with 

her to her husband’s household.  As seen in Filomena’s case, when the presence of an ill-
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tempered spirit is suspected, a man’s family may send his wife back to reside with her 

kin for a period of time.  Once she and her kin have identified and resolved the problems 

with the spirit, she may be able to return to live with her husband.  In some cases, however, 

when the problems recur or cannot be resolved, illnesses and deaths can lead to the 

permanent dissolution of marriage.  The story below illustrates how women find themselves 

on treacherous ground when living among their husband’s kin.  Increasing rates of illness 

and misfortune only serve to increase their vulnerability. 

 Maria Luís, a woman from Beira, came to live in Gorongosa when she married her 

husband Zé.  The two had met in Beira where they both traded in fish.  After awhile, Zé’s 

elderly mother fell ill.  Her condition took a turn for the worse when she suffered a fall that 

immobilized her, confining her to her house and making her dependent on her children.  

Zé’s’ mother and her children suspected that Maria Luís had caused their mother’s accident 

and began launching accusations against her.  Zé’s family surmised that Maria Luís had an 

npfukwa52 spirit that didn’t want her to marry, and was causing these problems so that she 

and Zé would divorce.  Recounting this period, Maria Luís told me that Zé’s mother once 

told her “Ever since you came here, I’ve been sick.” 53  Within several months, Zé’s mother 

died, worsening Maria Luís’s relations with the family. 

 Not long after Zé’s mother died, Maria Luís, who was pregnant at the time, traveled 

to Beira to stay with her parents for the remainder of the pregnancy so she could give birth 

in a better hospital.  On her way out of town, she ran into Zé’s niece, Albertina, at the bus 

stop.  Albertina, who was also pregnant, approached to greet her.  The day after Maria Luís 

departed, Albertina lost her baby in childbirth.  Grief stricken, Albertina was convinced that 

                                                 
52 For a complete discussion of npfukwa spirits, see Chapter 2. 
53 Interview with Maria Luís; October 19, 2007. 
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Maria had brought this misfortune upon her.  When she returned from Beira, Maria 

Luís found everyone in Zé’s family against her.  The house she had resided in at the family 

compound had been destroyed.  When Zé promised to build her another house, Maria Luís 

demanded that he build it further away– she refused to live in the same compound 

anymore.   

 When she told me this story, Maria Luís had been continuing to live with Zé’s 

family for over a year.  I asked her how she managed to live here when her husband’s family 

is suspicious of her.  She explained that she was considering returning home to Beira where 

she had a house of her own, but for the time being, she had decided to stay.  “I have to put 

up with this because of the children,” 54 she explained.  Zé had fulfilled all the steps of the 

marriage process, and he had attained rights to the children.  Because she was considered to 

be at fault for the conflict, if she were to return home, she would have to leave her children 

behind. 

 

Conclusion 
 
 The pressures of life in Gorongosa that are making it difficult to sustain a livelihood, 

a family, and ensure the wellbeing of future generations are unprecedented.   In direct 

response to these pressures, social networks of spiritual healing have taken on growing 

importance in many people’s lives.  The next chapter considers the ways in which 

Pentecostal churches and spirit-mediums work to re-order society by managing marriages—

the basic foundation of social reproduction.  Drawing on contrasting philosophical 

frameworks and sources of authority to bring about social healing, they offer people 

contrasting ways to confront the difficulties they face. 
                                                 
54 Interview with Maria Luís; October 19, 2007. 
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Chapter 8  

 
 

The Search for Stability: 
 

 The Work of Spirit-mediums and Church Groups to  
Manage Marriages 

 

 In Gorongosa, marriage unions are inherently dangerous affairs.  While a marriage 

can be the source of wellbeing, stability, and a prosperous new generation, joining a man 

and woman and their respective families can just as easily bring conflict, discord, and 

misfortune.  In Gorongosa, people make use of numerous strategies to manage marital 

relationships.  Among these many resources, the practices of spirit-mediums and the 

guidance of Pentecostal churches figure prominently, playing important roles in making 

marriages a positive social force.  Though they work toward similar ends, Pentecostal 

church groups and spirit-mediums draw on different sources of authority and play quite 

different roles in managing marital unions.  Their differing positions and methods used in 

assisting people to create and maintain stability in social relationships will be explored in this 

chapter. 

 

Managing marital disputes 

 Failures of men and women to fulfill their roles in marriage or domestic 

partnerships may lead to domestic conflicts.  While some of these conflicts are limited to 

civil arguments, often, abusive language and behavior can result.  As seen in the previous 

chapter, such conflicts can be provoked by illness or death in a man’s family, by infertility, 

by repeated child loss, by infidelity, or by financial abandonment.  Conflicts among co-wives 

of a polygamous man are also common.  Alcohol abuse, a growing problem especially 
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among men, can exacerbate other tensions in the domestic realm.  Any of these 

problems can lead to temporary separation or complete dissolution of the marriage 

relationship. 

 When problems occur in a marriage, women, men and their families typically strive 

to resolve the problems and preserve the relationship.  However, when difficulties become 

unbearable or unacceptable for either partner, they or their kin can initiate a divorce.  The 

most common reason for women to dissolve their marriage is financial neglect on the part 

of the husband.  In fact, when a husband’s financial abandonment of his children is due to 

simple neglect rather than real economic hardship, this is seen as the most unacceptable 

kind of transgression.   

 Physical abuse, on the other hand, is often not a reason for divorce.  Certain forms 

of physical abuse are still widely accepted within the context of marriage.  Marriages place 

husbands in a position of authority relative to their wives, so a husband’s physical beating is 

often socially sanctioned as a form of corporal punishment.  In one expansive national 

study, male and female respondents were presented with a variety of scenarios and asked 

whether it was acceptable for a man to beat his wife in each case.  This study found that 

57.5% of female residents of rural areas throughout Mozambique agreed that in at least one 

of the situations presented, it was appropriate for a man to beat his wife (INE and MISAU 

2005: 48-51).1   However, despite this widespread acceptance of corporal punishment, 

people distinguish acceptable and excessive forms of physical violence.  When women are 

                                                 
1 By contrast, only 41.6% of male respondents agreed that it was acceptable for a husband to beat his wife 
in any of the given scenarios.  This suggests that domestic violence is more acceptable to women than men 
in rural areas.  
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subjected to repeated physical violence without reason, many leave their husbands’ 

home to return to the safety of their families, or report the incident to an outside authority.   

 When women feel disrespected as wives, they are quite often vocal and aggressive in 

making their grievances known.  If they are unhappy with their husbands’ behavior, they 

may seek resolution by presenting their complaints directly to their husbands.  If direct 

confrontation is unsuccessful, they find indirect ways to apply pressure.  If a wife has a 

listening ear among other members of the homestead, she will lodge her complaints directly 

with people who have authority over her husband.  Another method women use to 

“educate” their husbands and shame them into reforming their behavior is to “innocently” 

sing songs while they are performing household chores.  Among the repertoire of this genre 

of songs, known as nyimbo ya nkhambo, are some containing lyrics that express the 

complaints common to married women.  By choosing songs that fit their situation and 

timing their singing so that the targeted person is within earshot, a woman can indirectly 

make her feelings known.  For instance, the following song contains a threat of divorce to a 

husband who is not treating a woman well: 

 
Ndikaenda kumba munasala ndimwe, pano     R%    Ande eh, ya!  
If I leave for home you will be left here   Munasala ndimwe! 
                 Yes, eh ya! You will be left!   
                   
Muliwo munabika ndimwe pano         R%    Ande eh, ya!  
You will cook the sauce here              Munabika  ndimwe! 
                   Yes, eh ya!  You will cook it! 
Nyumba yanguyi munagona ndimwe     R%    Ande eh, ya!  
You will sleep [alone] in my house              Munagona  ndimwe! 
        Yes, eh, ya! You will sleep  
        [alone]. 
Kuzinya yangu, munabika ndimwe pano  R% Ande eh, ya!  
You will cook here in my kitchen    Munbika ndimwe! 
        Yes, eh ya! You will cook! 
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Ndikaenda kumba munapfara zvanu  R% Ande eh, ya!  
If I go home you will be happy2    Munapfara ndimwe! 
        Yes, eh, ya! You will be    
        happy! 
Iii, odo! Munanyara ndimwe pano!   R%  Ande eh, ya!  
Iii, odo!  You will be ashamed here!    Munanyara ndimwe! 
        Yes, eh, ya! You will be 
         ashamed3! 
 
Such veiled threats can be more effective than direct confrontation which may escalate 

tensions.  The intended “audience” for such songs is not just a woman’s husband.  Other 

members of the household learn of her troubles when expressed in this manner.  They can 

then intervene on her behalf in the interest of preserving the relationship. 

 In extreme cases, when a woman’s attempts to resolve problems directly or 

indirectly in her household have failed, she may make her complaints known to others 

outside the domestic sphere.  She will seek help from her kin, often returning to reside with 

her parents to seek their assistance.  In these cases, a young woman’s family will call her 

husband to a council where they ask him to respond to her complaints in person.  For 

example, in the family council pictured in Figure 8.1, a woman’s extended family called her 

husband to meet with them after she complained about his frequent drinking and repeated 

physical violence.  During the meeting, she expressed her complaints publicly, and after her 

husband apologized, recognized his offenses, and promised to reform his behavior, the two 

were reconciled.  The woman’s family ended the meeting with threats that, should he 

continue his disrespect, they would reincorporate her and her children into the protection 

and care of their lineage. 

                                                 
2 Here, of course, “you will be happy,” in the context of the other lyrics of the song, is said with heavy 
irony. 
3 April 2, 2008; Nyumbo ya nkhambo sung by Adestra. 
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Figure 8.1:  The extended kin of a woman (seated on the ground behind her young son) 
hold a council with her husband (seated on the ground to the left) after she has made 
complaints about his repeated physical abuse. 
 
 
 If attempts to resolve the matter with kin are unsuccessful, a woman may make a 

complaint elsewhere.  If she is a church member, she can seek the intervention of church 

leaders to council her husband (see below).  Those who do not participate actively in 

churches more commonly take marriage disputes to local leaders such as sub-chiefs (mfumus) 

who refer particularly difficult cases to their superiors: nyakwawa.4  The national government 

has also set up structures parallel to traditional government, including Secretários do Bairro 

(Neighborhood Secretaries) who also hold court sessions to hear disputes of all kinds, 

including marital conflicts.  All of these authorities refer cases of violence to the police.   

                                                 
4 Also known in Portuguese as “régulos,” nyakwawa are the supreme traditional authority in a given area.  
For more detailed discussion, see Chapter 2. 
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 In severe cases of domestic violence or financial neglect, a woman or her family 

can lodge a complaint directly with the police.  A special section of the district police force 

in Gorongosa has been set up specifically to attend to cases pertaining to women and 

children.  Except in extreme circumstances, relatively few women make use of the police to 

resolve marital disputes.  For this reason, the female officer in charge of this desk frequently 

travels to different parts of the district to hold seminars on domestic violence and raise 

awareness of women’s protections under Mozambique’s family law.5 

 
Fig. 8.2:   Reconciliation for couples in dispute is often the primary goal of conflict 
resolution proceedings.  Here, the couple in dispute is made to kiss after the husband has 
made repeated promises to end his abusive behavior. 
 

 In all these realms where women seek counsel for marital disputes, a common goal 

is to bring about resolution between married couples in order to avert dissolution of the 

                                                 
5 Interview with Dona Ivone; May 8, 2007 
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relationship.  As one neighborhood secretary put it, “our objective is to secure the 

continuation of the household.”6  Of course, sometimes, the situation cannot be resolved.  

When it is decided to dissolve the marriage, the couple and their families must come to an 

agreement as to who was “at fault” for the failure of the union.  If they can not agree, they 

will take their case to trial at one of the traditional or national government authorities 

mentioned above.  There, a conclusion must be reached.  If a man is determined to be at 

fault, the woman will keep her children and her family will not have to return the lobolo and 

other material gifts they received to formalize the union.  If fault lies with the woman, her 

children will remain as members of her patrilineage and her parents will have to return the 

lobolo.  If a woman’s children are very young, they will often stay with her until they grow 

older, at which time they go to their father’s kin.  If a woman’s family cannot repay the 

lobolo, her future husband will have to repay this debt before he can marry her. 

 

Linking to history and tradition: the work of spirit mediums 

 Spirit-mediums (n’angas) play an important role in managing marriage relationships 

and helping to restore order and continuity.  N’angas assist women with infertility problems 

and help couples manage problems and anxieties surrounding infidelity.  They work with 

both individuals and groups to help resolve conflicts among the living and between the 

living and the deceased.  Because social conflict is often a sign of disorder in human-spirit 

relationships, by helping people establish links of communication with spirits, the work of 

n’gangas can promote the restoration of order to troubled relationships.  Through their 

                                                 
6 Interview with Zé Carlos; February 12, 2008. 
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practices, spirit-mediums make links to the past.7  In managing any kind of misfortune 

in the present, including marriage disputes, spirit-mediums help mediate a process whereby 

families make amends for past wrongs in order to restore order to lives that have come out 

of balance.  As discussed in Chapter 1, the work of spirit-mediums draws on the authority 

of a traditional social order consisting of rules (mitemo) governing the creation and 

maintenance of proper social relationships.  In this way, restoring order to past relationships 

to manage disorder in the present reinforces the authority of mitemo as a governing force for 

social relationships. 

 A key to understanding the work of spirit mediums is to understand the “wealth in 

people” principle (See Chapter 6).  Marriages are a primary means through which social 

wealth is transferred and compensated through lobolo, thereby symbolically keeping things 

equal.  Because women are a valuable form of social wealth, marriage represents both the 

possibility of incurring or repaying debt.  When a debt of some kind is left unpaid for 

generations, spirits retaliate by staking a claim on what is owed them, impacting future 

generations who have forgotten or ignored their social obligations.  As will become clear, 

marriage troubles are a type of misfortune taken as a sign of outstanding debts of one kin 

group to another just as failures to fulfill marriage obligations are a source of misfortune for 

future generations. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 See Chapters 1 and 2. 
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Madzvoka spirit-mediums and violations of mitemo 

 Because of their spirits’ deep ties to history, mediums for madzvoka8 spirits manage 

misfortune rooted in the violation of mitemo.  Many illnesses that result from violating these 

rules are associated with sexual relations.  In this way, madzvoka mediums play an important 

role in managing marriage relationships.  The traditional marriage process sanctions sexual 

relations between a bride and groom by providing protection for the bride’s parents before 

the first sexual relations through the ingestion of specially prepared medicines.9  Outside of 

this sanctioned relationship, if either party engages in sexual intercourse, he or she poses a 

danger to those around them.  

 Engaging in sexual relations outside of social sanctions brings danger of 

contamination to others.  Such transgressions make a person a “vector” for illness-causing 

pollution, known as p’hiringanissu.  If such a person comes in contact with close relatives 

while they are “hot,” (a state of ritual impurity), they risk contaminating them, causing 

illness.  Any member of a family can bring illness to others through carelessness.  One 

n’ganga explained: 

Parents must follow traditions (mikho) to take care of their children … also 
children that are growing must not misbehave [have sex prior to marital 
arrangements].  Violating these rules will bring illness to the family—parents 
bring sickness to their children and children becoming adults bring illnesses to 
their parents.10   

 
Children are particularly vulnerable to illnesses caused by the pollution of extramarital 

affairs.  For treatment of illnesses that result from marital infidelities to be effective, the 

perpetrator must admit to his or her transgressions.  Through the healing process the couple 

                                                 
8 See Chapters 1 and 2 for detailed discussion of madzvoka spirits and the work of n’gangas hosting such 
spirits. 
9 See Chapter 6 for detailed description of this process (kut’husa mitombo). 
10 Interview with Julieta Vijalona Canda; May 18, 2001. 
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comes together to reaffirm its bond for the sake of a loved one who is ill.  In treating 

illnesses of sexual pollution, madzvoka mediums play an important role in managing marriage 

relationships.   

 

Spirits and the dangers of marriage 

 In Gorongosa, marriage unites not only a man and a woman, but also their two 

families.  Going to live with a man’s family, a woman can be both a source and target of 

spiritual attacks.  She can bring spirits from her lineage with her that cause troubles among 

her husband’s kin.11  Conversely, as an outsider living among her husband’s kin, she may be 

the target of others’ jealousy or hatred, especially if she is one of several wives competing 

for a husband’s resources or attention.  Finally, if her husband’s kin have problems with 

spirits, her offspring, new members of her husband’s lineage, may become the target of 

disturbed spirits’ acts of retribution.  As discussed in Chapter 2, misfortune caused by spirits 

may result from some type of outstanding debt that has left a spirit unsettled and angry, as 

will be seen below.  In other instances, disrespect for the rules of respect governing social 

relationships can stir the anger of spirits, causing them to punish the offender by bringing 

misfortune to their kin.   

 One day I engaged a young man in conversation at a spirit-medium’s annual harhwa 

celebration.  During our conversation he gestured to his wife, telling me that, though she is 

not yet a spirit-medium, she has an npfukwa spirit that is “coming out” which is what occurs 

in the preliminary stages of initiation to spirit-mediumship.  He explained that this spirit 

                                                 
11 See Chapter 7. 
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began to emerge after he hit his wife one day.12  Like this man’s wife’s spirits, npfukwa 

spirits may be latent and are stirred up when they take offense at the actions of those who 

harm their hosts. 

 

Ancestral spirits and intergenerational debt 
 
 In addition to managing problems that result from pollution and the transgression 

of mitemo, spirit-mediums also help manage problems originating with the spirits of direct 

descendents of the lineage13 who are angered by disrespect or other transgressions.  In some 

instances, ancestral spirits (mizimu) will show their disfavor with their descendant’s conduct 

in marriage by withdrawing their protection from their descendents, leading them to suffer 

from illness, discord, or other misfortune.  Through the intervention of n’gangas, a family 

group will learn the source of the spirit’s anger and then address the problem to restore the 

wellbeing of the group.  In other instances, secondary mizimu—those who usually “stay to 

the side”14—cause harm among their descendents in an expression of outrage for things that 

occurred when they were living.  In both of these cases, spirits’ often complain about 

transgressions in the creation of marriage relationships—whether failure to complete 

mabatiro or failure to complete the obligation of roora—both of which leave the descent 

group of children in question. 

                                                 
12 Field notes, October 2, 2007. 
13 It is important to note that, though madzvoka spirits are passed down through many generations, they are 
not spirits of people originally of the lineage.  Rather, they are alien spirits who, over generations of 
incorporation into the lineage, have become a force for protection and wellbeing of a kin group.   Ancestral 
spirits or mizimu are the spirits of members of a family who have died and retained their close connection 
to their kin, albeit on a spiritual plane.  A more detailed discussion madzvoka spirits and mizimu can be 
found in Chapter 2.  
14 In the spirit world, mizimu are organized in hierarchical relationships.  In their relations to their living 
descendants mizimu who are in the highest position of authority are mostly the ones who interact with the 
living.  Others “sit to the side” and are rather inactive.   
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 Dzinyambuya is the name for one type of secondary muzimu15 that comes forward 

to decry marital transgressions.  Dzinyambuya is usually the spirit of a woman whose 

daughter married a man who never completed mabatiro payments (lobolo) .16  Because she did 

not receive the lobolo in compensation for the loss of her daughter, the children that result 

from the relationship remain members of her descent group.17  If her son-in-law does not 

pay her before she dies, the debt is not erased.  As a spirit, she will watch vigilantly to make 

sure it is paid.  Thus, if one of her son-in-law’s daughters is married and he receives lobolo 

but does not transfer it up a generation to compensate her she will become angry, feeling, 

“you are eating my money!”18  Her anger will manifest in the son-in-law or the new married 

couple as illness and misfortune.  When madzvoka mediums discern the source of misfortune 

as a dzinyambuya spirit, they facilitate a ceremonial process whereby those afflicted by her 

make a symbolic offering to compensate her, at last, for the lobolo she never received.   

 Another secondary muzimu spirit is known as sankadzi.  Sankadzi is a term meaning 

“sister” (female sibling of the same womb).  A sankadzi is the spirit of a deceased woman 

who is a direct ancestor to one of the sufferers in a family.  Sankadzi spirits may have 

various grievances, but they invariably seek to be repaid a debt of some kind.  Most 

frequently, sankadzi are spirits of women who died childless.  Usually, her infertility resulted 

directly from actions of a male sibling.  For instance, one form of “kakamba”19 requires that 

a man have intercourse with a close female relative.  If he chooses one of his sisters, it is 

                                                 
15 Muzimu is singular, mizimu plural. 
16 See Chapter 6 for a description of mabatiro.  
17 In this situation, dzinyambuya is a woman who has been incorporated into her husband’s lineage as an 
ancestral spirit.  If her son-in-law did not satisfy lobolo, he does not receive rights to his children, who 
remain members of their mother’s natal lineage—therefore dzinyambuya can retain legitimate influence. 
18 Interview with Aliança André; June 24, 2004. 
19 Kakamba is a treatment used to attain capacity for work, strength, or success that exceeds normal human 
ability (frequently sought for the purpose of attaining material prosperity).  See Chapter 5 for further 
discussion.   
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widely known that this type of prohibited sexual relationship will lead to her sterility.20  

In fact, this act of incest transfers the potential for offspring that she holds within her to her 

brother—thereby affording him super-human capacity—“reproduction” of material 

wealth.21   

 Such a bereaved woman—robbed of her ability to accumulate material and social 

wealth through motherhood—ages with the sentiment, “ndikafa munandibalira,” in other 

words, “when I die you will give birth on my behalf.”22  After her death she will return to 

affect the children or grandchildren of her brother, causing illness and death until her debts 

are repaid and she has been given her rightful inheritance of social wealth and influence.  

Without her own offspring, she does not have family to provide a resting place for her as a 

spirit.  By creating misfortune among her brother’s descendents, she can demand that they 

perform special ceremonies to incorporate her among the spirits of their home, allowing her 

to play an authoritative role, as a spiritual mother, to her brother’s descendents. 

   

Npfukwa spirits and the dangers of marriage 

Long ago, there were problems between married couples … but things are 
much worse now due to spirits … now it is impossible to find a home that is 
not troubled by npfukwa spirits.23 

 

 During the months I spent shadowing Adélia’s spirit-mediumship practice in 

Nyamissongora, the overwhelming number of patients seeking her assistance were searching 

for resolution of a variety of marriage problems, both past and present.  One day, in 

                                                 
20 Interview with Sinista Alfaneti; March 21, 2008. 
21 ibid. 
22 ibid. 
23 Interview with Racida; October 11, 2007. 
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conversation with the elder and leader of Adélia’s two spirits, Sekulu, exclaimed, “this 

year all problems that come here are conflicts between husbands and wives!”24  “Why?” I 

asked.  He replied, “I don’t know—Npfukwa are reacting, getting angry.” 

 Increases in marriage problems and instability of other kinds in Gorongosa are often 

attributed to angered spirits, npfukwa.25  Npfukwa spirits can overwhelm the protective 

abilities of mizimu (ancestral spirits), leaving families vulnerable to suffer the repercussions 

of severe interpersonal transgressions that took place in the past between members of 

different lineages.  The presence of npfukwa spirits has become so widespread in recent years 

that few families have been free of their impact.  The increased severity of misfortunes 

experienced by larger numbers of people has shifted the modes of managing such troubles.  

One woman, Merecina, explained the situation this way: 

Long ago, if a child was sick, they would take the child to a pangapanga tree to 
talk to the [ancestral] spirits … so that the spirit would be calm and let go of 
the child.  There was no need to go to a n’ganga.  Now, the spirits are really 
angry, [seeking] vengeance … they cause much destruction [estragar muito] 
before they will finally tire and accept to sit down in a place and work.26 
 

As the prevalence of npfukwa spirits has grown, the lengths to which families must go to 

restore order have increased.  As her statement implies, npfukwa spirits enact harsher 

punishment and require more costly payment.  Frequently, payment involves the dedication 

of a young female in the family to become the spirit’s wife.  In the above quote, this process 

was implied in the statement: “accept to sit down in a place”—which indicates 

                                                 
24 Field notes; October 2, Adélia’s harhwa. 
25 Npfukwa are “alien” spirits who are outsiders to the lineage they affect.  Like dzinyambuya and 
sankadzi, they seek payment of a debt.  Unlike these debt-seeking mizimu, n’pfukwa come with more force 
and anger, because they do not have the care that an ancestral spirit has for their descendents.  See Chapter 
2 for further discussion. 
26 Interview with Merecina; October 17, 2007. 
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incorporation into the lineage through marriage to a daughter—“’and work”—through 

this “wife” to heal others, creating wealth for the household.   

 Later in the interview, Merecina articulated another widely shared sentiment—that 

the increasing presence of alien spirits is overwhelming the more reasonable approach of 

ancestral spirits and madzvoka, contributing to the increasing number of spirit-marriages 

among women.  This phenomenon explains why the numbers of female spirit mediums are 

increasing exponentially: 

The spirits of now are teaching the spirits of long ago27 to ask for wives and 
work with mpene.28  Spirits of long ago are angry with those from recent times 
that are going in front … moving the older spirits behind—so they can go in 
front and make demands for a wife …29 
 

 The style of punishment of all spirits, then, is being influenced by the growing prevalence 

of npfukwa spirits.  This provides insight to the widely-used description of current social 

problems as an epidemic.  Like a contagion spreading rapidly through society, npfukwa 

spirits and their influence over other spirits that prevailed in more stable times are 

responsible for the general feeling of increasing instability in the lives of Gorongosa 

residents. 

 

 

 

                                                 
27 By speaking of the “spirits of now” vs. the “spirits of long ago,” Merecina was referencing the 
qualitative distinction between npfukwa and madzvoka spirits—both of which are alien spirits to a lineage, 
with the npfukwa of a more recent social origin.  They have a different set of preferences and a different 
style corresponding to the time period in which they lived.  See Chapter 2 for further discussion of 
madzvoka and npfukwa spirits. 
28 M’pene, knife.  The vast majority of recent female initiates to spirit-mediumship work with knives—a 
tool that has become a sign of npfukwa spirits.  (See Chapter 1 for more discussion of the knife as the 
principle tool of mediums for npfukwa vs. the fly whisk preferred by madzvoka spirits.  
29 Interview with Merecina; October 17, 2007. 
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Managing npfukwa and gamba: the reconciliatory power of marriage  

 In Gorongosa, the phenomenon of npfukwa has become generalized,30 referring to 

spirits of the deceased who lived in different periods of past turmoil that bring misfortune 

and destruction to the living as an expression of their rage.  All such spirits are outsiders to a 

given family, which attaché themselves to a particular lineage to seek revenge for a grievance 

of some kind.  As seen in previous chapters, violent spirits’ rage can come as a result of 

having been murdered, or, in the case of gamba, because their host has not fulfilled a 

contract.  Though npfukwa and gamba spirits typically target the direct descendents of the 

person who caused them harm, they may also attack the family of someone who stood by 

watching their demise without coming to their aid.31  They also pose the potential of 

randomized danger since they may roam in areas where they were killed, attaching 

themselves to anyone they encounter.   

 Sometimes alien spirits seek recompense, other times they do not reveal their 

identities or their complaints, preferring only to cause destruction.  When a family suspects 

a string of misfortunes are caused by an npfukwa or gamba spirit, they must first work with a 

spirit-medium to find out who the spirit is, where it is coming from, and whether or not its 

grievances are legitimate.  If it is discovered that an npfukwa spirit has no legitimate claims 

on a given lineage, a family may send it away by “fooling” it with symbolic tokens that 

represent the wealth and goods it demands.   

                                                 
30 Npfukwa is a general category of spirits, of which there are many different sub-categories.  The 
particular sub-category assigned to a given spirit references its identity, history, or its relationship to a 
given family.  For instance, one name given to a particular type of npfukwa spirit is “chikwambo” which is 
a de-humanized form of the noun “mukwambo” or “son-in-law.”  Npfukwa spirits who have been given a 
bride among a lineage as a form of payment are referred to as chikwambo, since this name references their 
social relationship to him as a spiritual son-in-law.  A woman who is the wife of such a spirit, however, 
will not refer to him as “chikwambo,” since from her vantage point, he is a husband.  She will refer to him 
by his first name, or by a respectful term of address, such as “sekulu” or “grandfather.”   
31 Field notes; August 8, 2003. 
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 When a spirit demands a wife from a group of people unrelated to the spirit’s 

victimizer, they will present the spirit a clay doll with female characteristics, (mbumba dongo).  

If the spirit demands money, they will leave a single coin, if it demands a rifle they will leave 

a miniature rifle made from sorghum cane, and so forth.  In the ceremony for the expulsion 

of alien spirits, known as kutindha, the symbolic offerings are placed at the base of a 

mukonanbira tree—a tree with red sap that symbolizes the blood shed at the time of the 

spirit’s death, as well as its rage and malevolence.  This tree is said to be the “home” of the 

spirit—a physical place where it can come to rest.  When all demands have been 

symbolically met, the spirit can be exorcised.  Even after it has been sent away there is still 

danger that the spirit will reattach itself.  So each family member is “closed off” through the 

ingestion of a concoction of roots, and through application of the same concoction to tiny 

cuts (nembo) made with a razor at all the corners of the body (tops of the ankles, wrists, 

breastbone, and temples). 

 When an npfukwa spirit’s grievances with a lineage group are legitimate, it cannot be 

successfully sent away until its demands have been met and its anger calmed.  In some cases, 

npfukwa spirits demand payment in the form of money or material wealth.  More often, they 

seek to settle among the lineage group of the person who caused them harm, establishing 

social bonds that convert the spirits’ rage and destruction to care and protection.  One older 

woman explained that this practice of offering a bride to a spirit replicates a social practice 

of reconciliation that was prevalent in the past. She pointed out that, in the time of her 

mother, a perpetrator of violence or his family could offer a young girl from their lineage to 

the family of the victim as compensation for its loss and as a means to convert social divides 
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into social ties—binding the two divided lineages into mutual relationship.32  Thus, 

when spirits are given a girl or a woman as a bride to repay them for their loss of life, it is a 

way to turn suffering into wellbeing, hatred into kinship. 

 

Managing marital problems—the manifestations of npfukwa in marriage 

  Patterns of marriage troubles for a couple, or for a woman who cycles through 

multiple unsuccessful marriage relationships, are widely interpreted as a sign of the presence 

of an npfukwa or gamba spirit.  A woman who experiences domestic conflict, repeated 

divorce, sterility, child loss, lack of sexual drive, or other misfortune may begin to suspect 

that her troubles are due to an npfukwa spirit’s influence, indicating that he has chosen her 

for his bride.  If so, these spirits may break up the marriage.  They incite conflict between a 

woman and her husband or his kin.  As was seen in Maria Luís’s story in Chapter 7, these 

spirits may bring death and misfortune to the family of a woman’s husband.  In this way, 

the influence of npfukwa spirits can at once explain a host of problems that lead to marital 

instability: financial neglect, conflict, illness, and death.  Such “social problems,” (problemas 

sociais), will push a family to seek resolution through consulting a spirit-medium.   

 As more and more npfukwa spirits cause turmoil in the lives of the living, an 

increasing number of women are establishing ties with them.  As seen in Chapter 1, these 

spiritual marriages are negotiations between the girl’s kin and the spirits that follow the 

traditional marriage process, but the relationship is reversed.  Rather than the groom 

presenting payments, gifts, and symbolic offerings to the bride’s family, when incorporating 

an npfukwa spirit into a lineage, the “bride’s” family makes payments to the spirit.  Rather 

                                                 
32 Interview with Aliança; April 7, 2008. 
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than the groom building a home for his new wife at his parents’ residence, the “bride’s” 

family builds a home for the spirit in its compound, essentially establishing a matrilocal 

pattern of marriage.  As discussed in relation to Merecina’s case in Chapter 1, these spirit 

marriages dramatically shift the relationships of authority of a household, incorporating the 

spirit directly into the affairs of a woman and her living husband as the ever-present, 

supreme authority.   

 These spiritual unions not only serve to reconcile a spirit to the descendents of his 

victimizer, but also effectively re-order social relationships among the living in ways that 

afford women greater marital stability.  When a woman becomes the medium for the 

ultimate authority of a household, a new layer of socio-spiritual control is introduced into 

the relationship.  Under the watch of a powerful spirit, a woman’s husband is under greater 

pressure to fulfill his obligations to the marriage and continually to show her the respect she 

is due in the relationship. 

 

Managing Npfukwa—making order from disorder 

 Managing relationships with spirits provides indirect lessons for how to create and 

maintain social order in the future.  While the individual histories of spirits are as diverse as 

people themselves, their grievances are patterned according to the social history of the 

region.  For instance, many npfukwa spirits’ histories connect violence and murder to greed 

for material goods.33  Grievances often involve not only their untimely deaths, but also the 

loss of material goods that were stolen from them at the time of their murder.  Managing 

                                                 
33 See Chapter 2. 
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relationships with angered spirits indirectly addresses the problems of greed for material 

goods in contemporary society. 

 Managing relationships with spirits who are the cause of present social disorder 

connects people tightly to social disorder in the past.  Healing processes reveal how the 

effects of past violence are experienced and addressed collectively, just as other forms of 

illness and misfortune.  From an outside perspective, the rapid proliferation of new female 

spirit-mediums who are initiated into the practice as the nexus of reconciliatory ties to 

npfukwa spirits can be seen as an index of “the stresses and strains experienced by people as 

a group at a particular time” (Sibisi 1977: 174).  From an inside perspective, in Gorongosa, 

this phenomenon is experienced as an “epidemic”—a sign of the dangers of widespread 

social dysfunction.  Through spirit-marriages, spirit mediums work with family groups to re-

order and strengthen social bonds between the living, helping them manage and maintain 

kin relationships that are threatened by pressures associated with living in the current 

context.  Through righting the wrongs of the past, n’gangas assist families in the restoration 

of order in the present.  The creation of a marriage bond is the most powerful way to repay 

spirits who have paid the ultimate price.  Transforming such a spirit from an adversary to an 

ally creates the potential for strengthening the relationships among the living. 

 

Finding the origin— managing spirits, separation, and divorce  

 When patterns of marriage trouble emerge that are attributed to the influence of 

spirits, families seek to restore stability among close relations by attempting to understand 

their origin.  Because, as described above, spirits seek to have debts repaid, they follow lines 

of descent to obtain payment from the direct kin of their debtor.  It is essential to determine 
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the ancestral connections of the spirit so that the proper kin group can address its 

demands.  If a couple is having troubles caused by a spirit from the woman’s parents’ 

lineage, her husband and his family cannot negotiate with the spirit.  They can only perform 

mhamba or kut’hapula (ceremonies of communication and transfer of goods to ancestral 

spirits, respectively) or kuteta or kutindha (ceremonies of communication and transfer of 

goods addressed to spirits that are from outside the lineage34) for spirits connected to their 

lineage group.35   

 When seeking resolution for marriage-related troubles at the court-like assemblies of 

traditional leaders, the “trial” focuses on determining the origin of the afflicting spirits.  

Different parties involved will make arguments providing evidence for their perspective as 

to whether a spirit’s origins are inside or outside a family group.  If they are outsider spirits, 

it must be determined the lineage to which they are attached.  If an npfukwa, causes 

problems in a woman’s marriage seeking payment of a debt left by her grandfather, she will 

be found to be the cause of the problems.  For this reason, traditional leaders such as 

nyakwawa or mfumus cultivate close ties with spirit-mediums.  When they are unable to come 

to a decision as to the origin of spirits, they send the group in dispute to a spirit-medium 

who can use divination and other techniques to come to a conclusion.  The result of these 

proceedings will be sent back to the presiding authority and his court of judges who will 

define a course of action based on the results.  For this reason, many people prefer not to 

take disputes to state-sponsored contexts such as secretários do bairro, police, or state courts, 

since arguments about spiritual responsibility are often not considered.  However, in a 

context where marital disputes and domestic violence appear at state-sponsored bodies, 

                                                 
34 See description of kutindha, above. 
35 Fieldnotes, July 3, 2004. 
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state officials have come to rely increasingly on the work of spirit-mediums to resolve 

cases that involve spirit-based accusations (Jacobs and Schuetze, n.d.). 

 When a spirit’s origins are determined to be from a woman’s ancestry, this 

information often leads to a couple’s temporary separation, as it did in Filomena’s case (in 

Chapter 7).  The woman will have to return home to her family for a period of time so that 

she and her family members can resolve the troubles with the spirits.  Thus, marriage 

separations, in the first instance, are usually temporary.  If the troubles continue or turn out 

to be irresolvable, dissolution of the marriage is the most likely outcome.  Knowing the 

origin of the offending spirit is again vital.  When spirits from the husband’s lines of 

ancestry are responsible, a woman’s family will not have to return lobolo or other payments 

they have received from her husband.  If, the spirits causing the marital dissolution have 

been determined to be tied to a woman’s ancestry, the permanent separation of the couple 

leaves her kin indebted to her former husband until they find the means to return the wealth 

they received in compensation for the loss of their daughter. 

 

Restoring reproductive capacity—n’gangas and the process of kutsimika 

 A variety of afflicting spirits may be the cause of a woman’s infertility, as discussed 

above.  Angered spirits may “tie off” her womb, preventing the process of conception or 

proper childbirth, or they may bring illness to newborns leading to their deaths.  In either 

case, a woman is left childless.  Aside from spirits, other factors may also lead to a woman’s 

infertility—notably sorcery directed at her by a jealous co-wife or other relation who wants 

to see her suffer.  N’gangas employ a variety of strategies to remove the influences blocking a 

woman from successful reproduction.  One method is particularly widespread, and as will 
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be seen later, this form of therapy illustrates an interconnection between the healing 

practices of n’gangas and church groups. 

 In Gorongosa, each person has what is called nyoka, (literally, “snake”) inside of 

them that plays a central role in regulating bodily processes (see also Green 1999).  Among 

other things, a woman’s nyoka is responsible for conception, pregnancy, and childbirth.  It 

“captures” and “holds” the fetus as it forms inside a woman.36  When a woman is sterile, or 

has been unable to conceive for long periods of time, it may be because her nyoka is turned 

upside down or is otherwise out of position, making it unable to capture and hold the fetus 

as it forms inside.  The causes for a nyoka’s malplacement can be many, but regardless of 

whether this condition is brought on by accident, sorcery, or the action of spirits, n’gangas 

perform treatments known as kutsimika37 to reposition the nyoka and hold it in place 

throughout gestation and birth.  

 Following the process of kutsimika, n’gangas perform a series of treatments that re-

position a woman’s nyoka to allow for conception.  Kutsimika begins with the preparation of 

special herbal treatments, using both the leaves (mitombo ya masamba) and the roots (mitombo 

ya m’himbiri) of three different plants.  Ingestion of these plants serves to set the nyoka into 

the proper position.  Each n’ganga has her own variation on the plants used in this initial 

concoction, but, invariably, the plants used are nyamasamba matatu—plants with leaf florets 

that come in threes.  The three-leaf structure of these plants is crucial.  Adélia explained it 

this way: 

It is important that this plant grows in a configuration of three because a 
woman has mapfiya mitatu … [the three cooking stones of a hearth] … and 

                                                 
36 Interview with Suraia Sande; October 31, 2007. 
37 Kutsimika, “to secure in place,” refers to the central act of holding the nyoka in place to allow for 
successful conception and gestation. 
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inside a woman, there are also three mapfiya that are três bolas de sangue para formar/ 
vir fazer pessoa [three balls of blood to form/come together to create a person].38   

 
Mapfiya mitatu “three stones,” refers simultaneously to the structure of a woman’s 

reproductive organs and to the three cooking stones that form the hearth upon which she 

cooks—the center of fertility in her physical body and the center of her domestic activities 

that support the life of the family.  Thus, the configuration of three in the structure of the 

plants used symbolizes, and through sympathetic magic, helps to restore the core of a 

woman’s fertility.  The n’ganga prepares both the roots and leaves of these plants for the  

 
Figure 8.3:  The combination of roots and leaves of three-leaved plants for kutsimika 
 
treatment.  Leaves are pounded into a pulp and formed into a ball and the roots are cut into 

small pieces. 

 To reposition a woman’s nyoka for successful conception, she must strictly follow 

the instructions the n’ganga gives her.  One patient was instructed in the following way:  On 
                                                 
38 Interview with Adélia António; October 10, 2007. 
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the first day, she was to take a portion of the ball of pounded leaves and squeeze the 

liquid into a cup with some water.  After squeezing out the liquid, she was to take the pulp 

of the leaves and spread it over her belly, and then place the remainder of the pulp under 

one of the hearth stones where she prepared meals.39  It was strongly emphasized that for 

three days, this stone must not be moved or shifted from its position.  After this, she was 

told to take the water and liquid from the leaves and place it in a cooking pot to prepare 

porridge.  During the next two days, she prepared porridge following the same process, but 

discarded the pulp so as not to disturb the hearth stone.  On the fourth day, the fixation of 

the nyoka process was complete, so she could remove the pulp from under the stone. 

 At the same time, the n’ganga instructed her to leave the roots soaking in a basin of 

water that was carefully placed at the foot of her bed.  Again, like the hearth stones, it was 

essential that she leave the basin in place for the entire period of treatment, avoiding picking 

it up or shifting it the slightest bit.  The patient was to scoop water out of the basin to drink 

three times a day, until she became pregnant, simply adding more water to the basin when it 

ran out.  Throughout this process, the patient was told to avoid foods in the category of 

kuwawa.  Kuwawa does not translate directly to English, but includes foods that are bitter 

(coffee) or sour (lemon or beer) acidic (tomatoes) or spicy (hot peppers).  Ingesting these 

foods could upset the nyoka and knock it out of position.  

 Ingesting the extracts of the three-leaved plants in different ways served to reorient 

and secure the nyoka into the proper position.  Symbolic action (not disturbing the 

placement of the hearth stone or the basin of medicinal liquid) and ritual avoidance of foods 

                                                 
39 Because this particular patient lived a more urban lifestyle, she cooked using a charcoal grill, and so the 
n’ganga treating her instructed her to place the pulp under the bottom of the grill, but to ensure that neither 
she nor anyone else moved or shifted the grill—“Sweep the ashes out and leave the grill in place!” 
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ensured that this delicate placement would remain fixed, allowing for conception and 

gestation to occur. 

 
Figure 8.4:   A child born from the process of kutsimika eats a chicken leg from the 
celebratory meal.  He is naked after being bathed in harhwa and herbal medicines that 
conclude the process, releasing him from the care of protective spirit to his parents.40 
 

 Kutsimika also places a child under the watchful protection of one of a n’ganga’s 

spirits.  The spirit stays with the woman throughout the treatment period, providing 

oversight to protect from any potential threats to the process.  If a child is born as a result 

of the treatment kutsimika, he or she remains under the spirit’s care into early childhood.  As 

the child grows, it is essential that no one cut the hair that grows above the center of the 

forehead, as this is the place where the spirit resides.  Cutting this portion of hair prior to 

completing the process of kutsula (see below) could disturb the spirit and, it is said, lead the 

child to become disobedient and wild in adolescence.   
                                                 
40 From kutsula for Maria; October 2, 2007, Nyamissongora. 
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 Once the child has reached the age of a toddler and begins contributing to the 

work in the household, one event must take place to conclude the treatment.  This 

ceremony, known as kutsula mwana, concludes the process of kutsimika, transferring the child 

from the protective care of the n’ganga’s healing spirit to its parents’ kin group.  Prior to 

kutsula, the child belongs to the spirit, even though it is raised by its own mother.  Because 

kutsula effectively transfers the child to its parents’ household, the ceremony is much like a 

wedding, only in reverse.  Here, the child’s parents offer harhwa, a chicken in pfundo style,41 a 

small basket, two plates, two cups, a new sleeping mat, a capulana, and the head of a hoe to 

the n’ganga and her spirit who oversaw the process.  These gifts are, in part, the materials 

needed for the kutsula ceremony and, in part, an offering of thanks to the n’ganga’s spirit.   

 As in a wedding, the gifts presented offer symbolic compensation to the spirit and 

to the n’ganga for the work they performed to help bring about the child’s conception and 

birth.  The capulana compensates the n’ganga for the wear and tear her work required of her 

clothing and the hoe compensates her for the work of digging the roots necessary to secure 

the nyoka in place.42  As will be seen below, the small basket is a key tool in the kutsula 

proceedings, and it would be inappropriate for the n’ganga to use her own objects.  Cups and 

plates, likewise, are used in the ceremonial meal, and must be brought from the child’s 

parents’ home. 

 A final pivotal action must take place to release the child from the spirit’s 

protection.  Possessed by the spirit who oversaw the child’s birth, the n’ganga mixes a 

portion of the harhwa with pulp of the three-leaved plants that opened the kutsimika process.  

                                                 
41 See Chapter 6 for the significance of pfundo. 
42 Fieldnotes, kutsula mwana at Miria’s; May 20, 2007, Canda.  Fieldnotes, kutsula mwana at Adélia’s; 
October 2, 2007, Nyamissongora. 
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The n’ganga filters this mixture through the small basket that has been offered and pours 

it so that it falls on the child’s forehead—the place where the protective spirits are dwelling.  

After being bathed in this mixture, the child and its mother each drink a small portion and 

the process of kutsimika is concluded.  The connection is severed—the child is released to 

the protection of his lineage’s spirits.  If kutsula is left undone, the child remains under the 

power of the n’ganga’s spirit—who can bring harm to the child out of anger at unpaid debt.   

 After the successful completion of kutsula, the spirit declares the process complete, 

pronounces his satisfaction and announces publicly that should the child fall ill, he will not 

be found to be the cause: “Ana feruka, ndi feruka ene. Ine handina ndawa”  “[if the child] has a 

fever, it is a simple fever.  I am not dissatisfied.”43  As in marriage, white flour is sprinkled 

on the head of the child and his parents and other onlookers to the sound of ululations of 

joy.  The spirit provides final blessings to the new child, handing the child back to the 

protective care of his or her ancestral spirits, and thereby ending the relationship. 

 

Conclusion 

 Through their work, n’gangas play many important roles in helping to maintain 

troubled marriage relationships.  Whether by helping families discover and manage sources 

of misfortune and discord in marriage, by restoring order where transgressions have 

brought pollution and illness, or by helping women regain their reproductive capacity, the 

work of n’gangas can help families weather difficult times and provide paths to resolution.  

Based on knowledge and power of the spirits of the deceased, the work of n’gangas draws 

consistently on the authority of “tradition,” revealing the interconnectedness of generations.  

                                                 
43 Fieldnotes; September 24, 2007. 



 440
Their work subtly but strongly emphasizes the corporal nature of kin relationships—

defining and regulating relationships of descent and revealing that one’s actions have 

repercussions on others and on future generations.   

 

 

Tradition by other means: Pentecostal church families and the re-ordering of society 
 

 Pentecostal church participants work actively to re-order society in fundamental 

ways.  Active church participation inserts one into networks of spiritual kin as part of a 

global church “family.”  Fundamental to this process, church members create spiritual 

kinship ties with one another, and each church body serves as an individual family, taking 

over many social roles once reserved for extended kin.  In formal teachings and in practice, 

Pentecostal church groups are re-imposing “tradition” by other means, to restore order 

where it has been lost.  In a sense, church participants replace the authority of the mythic 

"ways of the elders" (mitemo ya wakuluwa) with church-based tradition and authority (mitemo 

ya gereja) that is transmitted through biblical teachings and church hierarchy.   

 Pentecostal church groups play a principle role in marital matters that in many ways 

replicates the role of an extended family as described in Chapter 6.  They supplement, and 

in some cases replace, the role of the parents and extended family of the bride and groom in 

the establishment and maintenance of marriage bonds.   The process of marriage for most 

church members diverges little from the normative process of traditional marriage as 

described in Chapter 6.  However, as will be seen, those who claim or aspire to membership 

among urban social elite arrange wedding ceremonies that draw heavily on Western 

Christian models.  Even in these cases, the basic aspects of the normative marriage process 
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are prevalent.  For most church participants, the primary difference in the marriage 

process is the re-orientation of the process to God, which leads to the reanalysis of certain 

rituals and ceremonies.  For instance, prayers to God or Jesus substitute prayers (mhamba) to 

ancestral spirits that provide blessings to the couple.  Through this process married couples 

are oriented first and foremost to God and to the church family.  Following this logic, 

Pentecostal church membership also transforms the ways people manage marriages.  

Church teachings provide instructive lessons for married life, and leaders intervene to 

provide guidance for couples in dispute.  Examining the social support church groups 

provide in marriage reveals an important reason many women are drawn to Pentecostal 

churches. 

 

Church as family—the marriage process in Pentecostal contexts 

 In regulating the marriage process, Pentecostal church participants draw heavily on 

the notion of the “church family” and the use of fictive kinship terms.  This is much more 

than symbolic or metaphorical.  Church participants act on their relationships to each other 

according to their position in the church hierarchy in much the same way that family 

members do.  Acting on relationships as if the church group was a family is an important 

means by which church groups establish and activate the authority of church tradition.   

  

Staying in the family: Pentecostal churches and courtship 

 At The Free Assembly Church of Mozambique, Saturday afternoons are set aside 

for youth worship services.  At these services, in addition to teachings characteristic of any 

worship service, youth leaders preach about issues relevant to their lives.  Respect for elders, 



 442
for instance, is a common theme.  Another frequent message is the importance of 

choosing appropriate marriage partners.  In these services, youth often preach on scripture 

related to themes of love and respect.  They warn each other about the dangers of attraction 

to others who are irresponsible and counsel each other on how to choose partners who will 

create a harmonious union.  Acting in a parental role, male and female church leaders also 

counsel youth on the important qualities to look for when choosing a partner.  They warn 

youth not to be swayed by a person’s expensive clothing or the allure of style or wealth.  

Rather, they urge them to pursue people whose behavior and families are familiar to them 

and to fellow church-goers, who can vouch for their responsibility.   

 It is widely understood that the most “harmonious” union for a church participant 

is a union with someone who is numbered among the faithful.  People said it is “difficult” 

for a church participant to marry someone who has not converted:  “If one person prays, 

and the other doesn’t, there will be problems.”44  One pastor on Gorongosa Mountain 

explained that troubles emerge particularly surrounding treatment of illnesses: 

If a man is in church, but his wife is not, this is a big problem, because she 
cares for the children when they are sick—she will take them to the n’ganga.  A 
man is not in control and will also leave the church.45 
 

This comment points to the social role of healing in Pentecostal contexts.  As in the 

work of spirit-mediums, church-based healing is a fundamental aspect of Pentecostal 

church participation that establishes a distinct social order—a firm orientation for life 

and relationships that is ordered and re-ordered through the therapeutic process.  

Thus, the concern he expressed is principally that a man and his children remain 

firmly based in the social orientation of the church.  Since women are the foundation 

                                                 
44 Interview with Samuel João Baptista; July 11, 2004.  
45 Interview with Elisha Dauci; March 11. 2008. 
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for physical and social reproduction of a family, it is especially important for a male 

church member to marry a fellow participant.  Likewise, it is considered best to marry 

someone who is also a member of a Pentecostal church.  Catholic and Zionist 

churches (the two other common types of Christian faith groups in Gorongosa) have 

significantly different teachings and rules for behavior, especially regarding the use of 

alcohol and healing practices.  

 It is important for young people to consider the religious identity of their 

potential partner’s parents.  When they are from different church backgrounds, 

families are often set into conflict even before the marriage takes place.  In 

negotiations to establish the marriage union, the parties involved will follow different 

sets of traditions and regulations.  Pentecostal church-goers tend to be particularly 

rigid in their refusal to follow rules connected to pollution that guide central 

ceremonies of the marriage process (e.g. kut’husa mitombo), and will refuse alcohol 

consumption at the nuptial events.  Though it is possible to reach affable marriage 

agreements through negotiation, the potential for conflict is substantial.  For these 

reasons, young Pentecostals follow both the explicit and implicit messages of their 

church identity, searching for a future spouse among other active Pentecostal 

participants. 

 While there are no requirements that a young person must marry within their church 

group, the strong social networks formed through church participation mean that young 

people often end up courting others within their congregation.  This is seen as the safest 

type of union, because church elders, having witnessed the behavior of the couple over long 

periods of time, can easily advise for or against the union.  When youth from different 



 444
churches enter into courtship, their respective church groups will perform the role of 

parents, vouching for their member’s respectfulness and viability as marriage partners.   

 For instance, in 2004, during one Sunday worship service at the Free Assembly 

Church of Mozambique in Gorongosa’s district capital, a young man from their church, 

Castro Manesho, returned after spending several months away.  He had been staying in 

Mangara, a rural settlement of Gorongosa District to complete the process of marriage to 

his new wife Odete João.  When the new couple returned to the district capital to reside 

with Castro’s family, the leaders of Odete’s church (New Alliance Church) sent a letter of 

introduction addressed to the members of Castro’s church.  This formal document, labeled 

a guia46 or pass, was signed by the pastor and the head of the youth group of New Alliance 

Church.  The note introduced the couple to Castro’s congregation:   

Brother Castro Manesho together with his wife Odete João.  We received your 
young man [Castro] who is well behaved, and our young woman [Odete] is also 
very well behaved.  This is to say that our young woman [Odete] prays and we 
want her to continue to pray [at your church].   For this reason, with the word 
of God, may this married couple be blessed.  In this way, we transfer Odete to 
pray at your church.47 

 
After reading the letter aloud to the congregation, the Secretary of the Free Assembly 

church announced that their brother Castro, “because he is a well-behaved youth, was 

accepted by the leaders of Odete’s church and was allowed to proceed with marriage.”48   

                                                 
46 Labeling the document a guia made explicit connection between the church organization and the 
bureaucratic processes of state government.  Guias were first introduced during the colonial period to 
control labor migration across national borders.  Any one traveling within the colonial territory was 
required to carry a guia from their employer to show they were on official business—authorized to travel.  
Such documents are still required as part of official travel for teachers and other professionals, but they are 
not as tightly regulated.  Issuing a guia in this way, emphasizes the way that church groups attempt to 
create a total society, parallel to and outside of the state government. 
47 Worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, Nyamissongora; July 11, 2004 
48 ibid. 
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 This example illustrates the church’s active role as gatekeeper in guiding 

courtship and sanctioning marriage.  Pentecostal churches play an important role in 

providing approval of marriages and ensuring that the resulting relationships proceed 

according to mores of respect and good behavior.  When marriages are between a man and 

woman from different churches, members of each “church family” act as close confidants 

to their respective member, helping them discern the qualities that will ensure a partner will 

be a good spouse.  This gatekeeper relationship is referenced in the letter in the phrase “we 

received your young man who is well behaved.”    

 Further, it is clear that the transfer of Odete to her husband’s “church family” 

closely resembles the transfer of a bride to a groom’s family.   The document vouches for 

Odete’s good behavior and transfers her into the hands of her husband’s congregation.   

Indeed, it is most common for a woman who marries a man who attends a different church 

to follow her husband to join his church after marriage.  This is true even when the couple’s 

respective church groups are geographically close to each other.   

 

Kuenda Kuchidza—trust and church control of the virginity test 

 In Gorongosa, tests to establish a girl’s virginity before marriage are widely 

practiced.49  Families that do not participate in churches will send a woman elder from the 

bride’s family together with a woman elder from the groom’s family to a hidden field, 

known as chidza to check a young woman’s virginity.  For members of Pentecostal churches, 

however, this process is slightly different.  Two female elders from the church will be sent 

to conduct the test.  Though the balance of honesty attained by sending a relative from both 

                                                 
49 See Chapter 6. 
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the families of the bride and groom is lost this way, one man explained that the test 

remains legitimate because, “as people of God, they cannot lie [about the results].”50  Again, 

in this important stage of the marriage process, church elders substitute for the couple’s kin, 

representing the authority church leaders have in the relationship. 

 

Muchato: A union within the church family  

 As seen in Chapter 6, the public celebration of marriage in Gorongosa is known as 

mabatiro.  Pentecostal church participants re-name the mabatiro event muchato, the Shona 

equivalent of the chi-Gorongosi word mabatiro.  This re-naming re-defines traditional 

marriage as a Pentecostal Christian event, because among Pentecostal church participants in 

Gorongosa, the Shona language from Zimbabwe has been enregistered as a ritual language 

of Pentecostal Christianity.51  

 When a bride and groom are both church-going, there are significant changes made 

to the normative process of traditional marriage.52  Leaders from the bride’s church and 

from the groom’s church coordinate to organize and officiate in the wedding proceedings.  

There is no strict prescription for how muchato should proceed, and each event I attended 

was different.  However, the following description will provide insight into the ways church 

participation influences the nature of the event and how church elders play an active role in 

creating the marriage bond and sanctioning the new marriage union before God.  In muchato, 

                                                 
50 Interview with Nicolão; April 7, 2008. 
51 The association of Shona language with church ritual and its adoption as a ritual language of Christianity 
is a result of Pentecostal church groups’ use of bibles printed in Zimbabwe in the Shona language.  Thus, 
leaders in Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa say prayers and other ritualized responses in Shona, despite 
this being a foreign language (Schuetze 2008). 
52 See Chapter 6 for full description of the normative process of traditional marriage. 
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church members replace kin of the bride and groom in performing many significant 

roles of the process.   

 In church-based weddings, the groom is typically required to provide food to feed 

all the guests, whereas in mabatiro events, his offerings of pounded flour (ufu ya sinzisa) and a 

goat are a symbolic contribution to a joint meal, the bulk of which is provided by the bride’s 

family.53  Prior to the wedding songs, dancing, and the wedding feast, the bride and groom 

are taken into a house to be counseled by church elders (kulanga na wakulu).  The counseling 

takes place on church grounds, usually inside the pastor’s house, further emphasizing the 

parental role of church leaders in marriage affairs.  In this session, church elders teach the 

bride and groom how to behave in marriage, how to demonstrate respect for one another 

and for each others’ families.  The basic content of these messages does not differ from 

what is taught to youth who are outside the church.54  In marriages that take place outside, 

young men and women are ideally counseled by their male or female kin, respectively.   

 Through both the location and the animators of counseling, the center of the new 

couple’s relationship is placed firmly within the church family.  The ultimate authority to 

guide their relationship is a Christian, biblical authority, as taught by church leaders.  By 

substituting the role of kin, church weddings carry the message that, as God’s people, 

church participants will play an active role throughout the couple’s lifetime in managing and 

overseeing their relationship.  In the event of marriage troubles, it is understood that the 

couple will seek further counsel from these elders who are charged with overseeing the 

marriage process as padrinho or madrinho (godfather/godmother).   

                                                 
53 Interview with Maria Zinha; March 20, 2008. 
54 Interview with Belita; March 1, 2008. 
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 After receiving counsel, the bride and groom are dressed in their wedding 

clothing by their church sponsors.  When they are dressed and ready, they are told to come 

out of the house:  “Budikira tikuoni unafambira zvamudenga!”—“Come out to allow us to see 

you walk towards the things of heaven!”  Once emerging from the house, the couple walks 

together, very slowly, to church, while the gathered people sing jubilantly.  The bride’s 

capulana is tied to fall at maximum length—nearly dragging on the ground—in a show of 

modesty.  Just like in the mabatiro event, the bride and groom must remain somber and 

cannot smile or laugh.55  The wedding ceremonies take place inside the church rather than at 

the bride’s family home, further grounding the center of their relationship in the church 

family.  The bride and groom take their seats on chairs, rather than on the ground and are 

shaded under a white cloth which substitutes for the colorful capulana of mabatiro events.   A 

church leader will be chosen to officiate.  In a brief public worship service, he preaches on 

scripture and publicly sanctions the marriage before God, opening and closing with a prayer 

asking God’s protection for the new couple.  In the midst of singing and dancing, offerings 

for the couple are made.  

 Because the bride’s family controls the nature of mabatiro/muchato it typically 

determines its content and overall style.  Even if the groom is a Pentecostal church 

participant, if his bride’s parents are not church-going, the muchato event will closely 

resemble mabatiro, with only minor substitutions.  Rather than offering their son-in-law 

sprouted sorghum beer or harhwa hwa mukwambo (the son-in-law’s beer) on the wedding day, 

out of respect for the groom’s religious practices, the bride’s parents will present him with 

maheu the non-alcoholic version of this brew.    

                                                 
55 See Chapter 6. 



 449
 If, on the other hand, the groom does not participate in a church, but his bride 

and her family do, the wedding ceremony will be transformed more significantly.  The 

bride’s parents will not request alcohol as a part of the looblo.  They will refuse to follow the 

kut’husa mitombo ceremony56 because it is deemed by church-participants to be among the 

aspects of tradição (tradition) that is not in accord with church practice.  The bride’s parents 

will invite church leaders to officiate the muchato, performing a small worship service prior 

to the singing of educational wedding songs.  

 

Marriage, self-identification, and social networks of Pentecostal churches 

 Public wedding ceremonies sanctioned by Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa Town 

and other urban areas of Mozambique, as mentioned, are often influenced by Western 

Christian weddings.  Photos below show the central events of the muchato wedding event of 

one of Pastor Zimba’s daughters.  Because Pastor Zimba could draw on his ties to the 

provincial level of the Free Assembly Church, this event became “urbanized,” closely 

resembling Christian weddings I attended in Mozambique’s capital, Maputo.  In fact, a 

truckload of youth and adults from the provincial church traveled to Gorongosa for this 

event to serve as “wedding support,” something they routinely do for members of their 

network of “daughter churches.”  Their collaboration in the planning of the event and their 

presence for the actual muchato significantly influenced the style of the proceedings.   

  

                                                 
56 See Chapter 6. 
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Figure 8.5:  The provincial leader of Pastor Zimba’s church traveled in caravan in his 
passenger vehicle and with a truckload of youth and women from his church to bring 
support for Zimba’s daughter’s muchato. 
 
 
 The groom, Frederico, his family, and the bride, Madalena, and her family were all 

active participants in Pentecostal churches.  The groom followed the complete process of 

marriage as described in Chapter 6 sending a sankhulu to present the mhete to Madalena’s 

parents (Pastor Zimba and Mãe Pastora Belita) in 2001.  He arrived with his family 

(kubudikira) to partake of a common meal prepared by Madalena’s family.  Eight months 

later, Frederico took Madalena to live with him at his parents’ home.  In 2002, they had 

their first child, in 2004, their second.  Finally, in 2006, after Frederico secured a job 

working for World Vision, he decided to complete the marriage process.  He told me: 

“When I was able to find work, I decided to make our marriage official.  God inspired me.  



 451
I had been thinking I wouldn’t be able to marry.”57  Like many other young men in 

Gorongosa, it took Frederico many years to complete the full process of marriage.  His 

church participation (and the inspiration from God to complete the marriage process with a 

formal ceremony), his salaried job, and the insistence of his bride’s family, led Frederico to 

become one of a rare group of men to complete muchato and officially register the marriage 

with government authorities. 

 
Fig 8.6:  Muchato for Pastor Zimba’s daughter, Nyamissongora, Feb. 10, 2007.  Note the 
wrapped gifts for the bride and groom on the left hand side of the photo.  All of these gifts 
were brought by members of the church at the provincial level.  Presenting gifts to the new 
couple, as well as the bride and groom’s dress, are innovations to the wedding event that are 
connected to Pastor Zimba’s church-based social network. 
 
 When Frederico made arrangements for the wedding with Madalena’s parents, they 

requested that he officially register the marriage with the district authorities—a process so 

                                                 
57 Interview with Frederico; January 13, 2008. 
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involved that it is extremely rare.58  To do this, Frederico coordinated with Gorongosa’s 

District Director of the Department of Religious Affairs to set the date.  This director, 

served as the official government witness—necessary for official registration.  The wedding 

ceremony was officiated not only by church leaders who read scripture and preached about 

the marriage union, but also by this government official who read a legal statement 

sanctioning the marital union. 

 The presence of members of the provincial center of Zimba’s church also 

influenced the style of the wedding.  The “wedding support group” consisted of adults and 

two youth groups, male and female, who performed songs and dances to celebrate the 

union.   Madalena requested a white wedding dress, a sign of her identification with modern 

Christian tradition.  Members of the provincial church brought gifts for the newlyweds 

wrapped in shiny paper.  Following the style of Western Christian weddings, this shifted the 

transfer of wealth to the new couple, rather than from groom to bride’s family.   

 Despite this addition of gifts for the newlyweds, there was still a significant transfer 

of wealth from Frederico to Madalena’s family.  However, the nature of this wealth transfer 

was significantly different from the transfer of lobolo described in Chapter 6.  To compensate 

Madalena’s parents for the loss of their daughter, Frederico did not transfer cash and 

material goods.  Rather, Madalena’s parents requested that he finance and organize the 

elaborate wedding.  He bought a new suit for the event and paid for Madalena’s white 

                                                 
57Mozambique’s new Family Law recognizes three types of marital unions—“civil marriage,” “religious 
marriage,” and “traditional marriage” (Monteiro 2007:7).  For any of these types of unions to be officially 
recognized by the Mozambican state and protected under the terms of the new Family Law, a couple must 
officially register their marriage with government authorities.  Between 1997 and 2007, only 47 marriages 
were registered with the district administration.  (See Appendix IV for the annual list).  Because the 
process of marriage registration requires substantial time, cost, and coordination with government 
officials, and because few people see the necessity or value in going through this process, officially 
registered marriages in Gorongosa are uncommon.  



 453
wedding gown and the travel expenses to the city to procure it.  He saw to the costly 

and time-consuming process of official registration of the marriage with district officials, 

and covered the significant expense of soft drinks and food for more than a hundred 

guests.59   

 Entirely absent, however, were the monetary tokens such as dinyero dos cunhados and 

payments to the sankhulu to perform small tasks such as sweeping up the trash piles (mabii) 

and ululations.60  These omissions were intentional, but not based solely in church 

regulations.  In fact church-based weddings often retain most of the elements of traditional 

mabatiro.  Aspiring to a modern lifestyle, Frederico, Madalena and Madalena’s parents chose 

to remove many aspects of the traditional wedding ceremony, changing the tenor of the 

event significantly.  The couple and guests sat in chairs for the ceremony, and for the meal 

following the official ceremony, tables and chairs were set up to accommodate as many 

guests as possible.  Guests were served Coca-Cola, Fanta and Sprite.  Both rice and nsima 

were served as the staple.61   

 Frederico and Madalena’s wedding provides insight into how, for some participants, 

Pentecostal participation can be a vehicle to a modern, cosmopolitan self-identification.  

Just as conversion to Pentecostal church groups requires a distinctive shift in identity, for 

many people, church participation can be a way of expressing social distance from “the 

                                                 
59 Rosário also discusses how in southern Mozambique, an elaborate wedding celebration has come to 
stand in for the transfer of lobolo (Rosário, 2008). 
60 See Chapter 6 for further description. 
61 Rice is rare in Gorongosa, grown only in small lowland fields.  Among most peasant farmers, the 
preferred staple food is nsima (a stiff porridge) made from corn.  Nsima made from sorghum is not highly 
regarded, but eaten as the main daily food, since sorghum is more drought resistant (See Chapter 4).  In 
urban areas in central Mozambique, and among the social elite of Gorongosa, rice is more frequently the 
preferred staple.  By serving rice at the wedding, Frederico was both accommodating the tastes of his 
guests from Chimoio but also simultaneously positioning himself as a modern, upwardly mobile young 
man.  The subtle symbolism in his choice of food can be inferred, partially, by comparison to many other 
events and celebrations that took place at Zimba’s home and church at none of which was rice served.  
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ways of long ago,” mitem ya kale.  In Frederico and Madalena’s wedding celebration, an 

elaborate and expensive wedding substituted for the transfer of lobolo wealth, because the 

event elevated the social esteem of the Madalena’s parents.  For weeks prior to the event, 

Pastor Zimba and Mãe Pastora Belita enthusiastically invited guests from far and wide.  The 

wedding ceremony was an opportunity to display their social standing and the reach of their 

social networks associated with their position as the district leaders of the Free Assembly 

church.  Guests from Gorongosa were impressed to see two vehicles arrive from Chimoio 

with members of their “extended family” from the provincial church.  This kind of social 

esteem carried more value for them in compensation for the loss of their daughter than the 

monetary portion of lobolo. 

 This identification with a cosmopolitan elite class is not a dominant aspect of 

Pentecostal church participation in Gorongosa.  Most church weddings, as discussed above 

are “traditional” except for small substitutions.  Church participants in Gorongosa do not 

uniformly self-identify as “modern” or “global.”  In a way that could be likened to the 

majority of church weddings, where the form is retained with minor substitutions, the 

predominant emphasis of Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa is to re-orient and to 

strengthen “traditional” society in Christian logics.  As Frederico and Madalena’s wedding 

reveals, considerable variation in the use and content of church participation can be found 

between individual members.  In cities, Pentecostal churches can mean quite different 

things and serve different roles than in Gorongosa.  Part of the power of Pentecostal 

religious expression is its ability to meet people where they are.   
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“The groom has made a separation!” Educational songs for newlyweds at 
church weddings 
 
 As seen in Chapter 6, the songs sung at muchato are specific to these events and are 

meant to be educational for the new couple.  They are a form of popular counseling for 

newlyweds.  In wedding ceremonies where at least the bride or the groom is an active 

church participant, some wedding guests sing traditional wedding songs, substituting church 

teachings in the lyrics.  Church participants also sing church hymns at weddings, often 

altering the lyrics to educate the bride and groom.  For instance, the following song, which 

is sung in a wide variety of Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa, reinforces the ideological 

separation of church members from those who do not participate in church groups: 

 
Madire!            R% Waita madire 
Separation (or division)              They made a separation! 
Ukhada vida iwe, vunza Jesu, iye Jesu ndiye shasha      R% Waita madire! 
If you want “life” [wealth/good life], ask Jesus, Jesus is powerful    They made a separation! 
Ukhada mwamuna, vunza Mwari, iye Mwari ndiye shasha    R%  Waita madire! 
If you want a husband, ask God, God is powerful           They made a separation! 
Ukhada  mukadzi vunza Jesu, iye Jesu ndiye shasha       R%  Waita madire! 
If you want a wife, ask Jesus, Jesus is powerful            They made a separation! 
Ukhada leka bibvu vunza Mwari, iye Mwari ndiye shasha     R%   Waita madire! 
If you want to leave jealousy behind, ask God, God is powerful       They made a separation! 
Ukhada leka fodya, vunza Mwari, iye Mwari ndiye shasha     R% Waita madire! 
If you want to leave tobacco behind, ask God, God is powerful       They made a separation! 
Ukhada leka zonda, vunza Mwari, iye Mwari ndiye shasha    R% Waita madire! 
If you want to leave hatred behind, ask God, God is powerful          They made a separation! 
 
 
The repeated refrain:  Waita madire! or “they made a separation,” points to the differences 

between “people of God” and those outside the church.  The separation referred to here, is 

undivided faith in God as the one powerful source of good things.  One woman explained 

the lyrics this way:  

The song is saying that if you want these things, go to God.  God has the 
power to give them to you, but you must “make a division” create a 
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separation—you can’t mix [a search for things from God with other sources].  
You must be true, faithful to God and leave worldly, ungodly things behind.62   
 

When you make this complete break, looking to God for help with any kind of need or 

desire, the power of God will help you attain what you seek.  “Shasha,” here, implies both 

power and benevolence.  Remaining faithful affords you access to the favor of God and 

thus to God’s intervention.  Implied in this song, is the idea that the faithful separate 

themselves from those who turn to spirits, magic, witchcraft, and other means to seek help 

and pursue their desires.  Such an orientation is deemed immoral by church participants, 

who seek help from God in all things. 

 This church song is often transformed into an educational sung to the newlyweds at 

weddings, thus:  

Madire!        R% Eh, ya, eh! 
Separation!                   Eh, ya, eh! 
Madire ya mukoma       R% Aita madire! 
Separation of a son-in-law      He made a separation! 
Ukhada nguwo, munabvunza Nico, iye Nico ndiye shasha R% Aita madire 
If you want clothing, ask Nico [name of groom], Nico is powerful He made a separation! 
Ukhada foya, munabvunza Nico, iye Nico ndiye shasha  R% Aita madire! 
If you want a capulana, ask Nico, Nico is powerful   He made a separation! 
Ukhada mafuta, munabvunza Nico, iye Nico ndiye shasha R% Aita madire! 
If you want cooking oil, ask Nico, Nico is powerful   He made a separation! 
 
 
In this song, the usual plural refrain of “waita madire” is made in the singular, “aita madire,” 

referring to the groom’s “separation” through his respectful, responsible behavior.  The 

song advises the bride to seek things like clothing and household necessities from her new 

husband.  The song implicitly instructs the bride to rely on her husband for material needs 

(not seeking assistance from family members or other male suitors).  At the same time, it 

indirectly exhorts the groom to make a separation—to stand out from neglectful husbands 

                                                 
62 Interview with Shika Chongo; June 5, 2008. 
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and behave as he should and to adopt a benevolent, God-like attitude in response to his 

wife’s needs.  This song provides a window into the messages that men continually receive 

in Pentecostal church contexts as an ongoing aspect of their efforts to make marriages solid, 

positive forces. 

 

The church family and presentation of newborns  

 Following marriage, Pentecostal church groups actively take up the role of a family 

in managing and mediating the events and struggles that emerge throughout a married 

couple’s lives.  This includes ceremonies to celebrate the birth of a child.  The traditional 

practice of presenting a newborn to its father has been adapted by Pentecostal church 

groups and transformed into a public revelation and announcement of the new child’s 

name.  This event is known as chisasa and takes place during Sunday worship.  Outside of 

Pentecostal church contexts, the post-partum period of seclusion for mother and child is 

concluded with a presentation of the child to its father for the first time.  This event, known 

as venekera, which means, “to illuminate” takes place at night, under moonlight or the light 

of a lantern.  On this occasion, a mother presents the newborn child to her husband by 

removing cloth wrappings and handing it to him.  The father gazes upon his child for the 

first time, holding it up to the light.  He takes this opportunity to examine the patterns on 

the child’s palms to ensure that the child is of his lineage (if so, the patterns will match those 

of his palms).  Those present will sing celebratory songs marking the arrival of a new 

member of the lineage. 



 458
 While Pentecostal church participants in Gorongosa typically follow the post-

partum seclusion period,63 the formal presentation of a newborn to its father takes place 

inside the church at the chisasa event.  In this ceremony, the presentation of the child is 

reanalyzed as a formal presentation not to the father, but to God and the other members of 

the church family.  Women who have given birth, called “church mothers” or madzimai, play 

a special role.  They dress in white shirts and headscarves and carry gifts as they enter the 

church singing songs of thanksgiving and celebration.  The “Mother Counselor” (Mãe 

Conselheira), the second person in the female hierarchy, leads the procession, carrying the 

newborn child. 

 Inside the church, the madzimai place offerings on the altar and light candles that 

reference the dim light a father uses to illuminate his child for the first time in venekera.  In 

this context, where church teachings often refer to the light of life each person carries 

within him or her, the candles hold other layers of meaning.  Carrying candles, the women 

encircle the couple and continue to dance and sing.   

                                                 
63 The mother and child remain inside their home or a specially built structure throughout this period until 
the umbilical cord falls off. 
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Fig 8.7:  “Church mothers,” (madzimai), dressed in white, assemble outside the church 
bearing gifts for the couple blessed with a new child.  The women carry gifts, along with the 
newborn, into the sanctuary while singing songs of celebration.  Once inside, they light 
candles and dance around the new parents. 
 
 After the songs of celebration are completed, the supreme female elder of the 

church (usually, the pastor’s wife) offers prayers to bless the child and its mother and father, 

laying hands on each one as she speaks.  The standard biblical reference during chisasa is 

Luke 2:21-23, which tells the story of Jesus’s naming and consecration before the Lord eight 

days after birth.64  Through this scripture, the birth of the child is likened to the incarnation 

of the son of God, tying the child firmly into the Christian family.   

                                                 
64 Luke 2:21-23: “[21] And at the end of eight days, when he was circumcised, he was called Jesus, the 
name given by the angel before he was conceived in the womb.  [22] And when the time came for their 
purification according to the law of Moses, they brought him up to Jerusalem to present him to the Lord.   
[23] (as it is written in the law of the Lord, ‘every male that opens the womb shall be called holy to the 
Lord.’).” 
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Figure 8.8:  In the central event of chisasa, madzimai encircle the young couple as the 
supreme female church elder (the pastor’s wife) presents the newborn child to its father. 
 
Finally, the female church elder takes the child from the Mother Counselor who is seated in 

a symbolically supportive position behind the baby’s mother, blesses it, and presents it to 

the father.  At the conclusion of the ceremony, the father passes the baby to its mother and 

addresses the congregation, publicly revealing the baby’s name for the first time.  Thus, 

during the chisasa event, the church women present the baby to the father who then presents 

the baby to the church community for the first time.  In this ritual, elements of “traditional” 

practices are incorporated into the church setting.  In chisasa the church family is solidified 

as church members are both the animators and the audience for the event. 
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Pentecostal churches as a “sogra”—Church intervention in marriage disputes 

 As mentioned at the start of this chapter, when given the task of mediating marital 

conflicts, the primary goal taken by a wide range of authorities is to ensure the continuity of 

marriages.  Whether extended kin, a special officer assigned to the “Desk of Women and 

Children” at the district police office, a spirit-medium, an mfumu, a nyakwawa, or a 

neighborhood secretary, whenever possible, the first goal is to bring reconciliation for the 

benefit of the couple and their children.  In this regard, the intervention of church leaders in 

marriage disputes is no different.   

 As many see it, Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa serve the role of the “sogra,” 

husband’s mother, or “sougro,” husband’s father, in managing marital disputes.  This 

metaphor again reveals the degree to which such churches act according to the church-as-

family metaphor.  Like the husband’s mother, church leaders typically intervene in minor 

marriage disputes.  If no resolution is found, the grievance will be presented to another 

body to seek a solution. 

 Pai Shuka, an elder of the Free Assembly Church observed that, compared to civil 

authorities who resolve marriage disputes, church leaders’ interventions treat the couple and 

their family with understanding and respect 

The church is now like a mother/father-in-law, they don’t do things like at the 
neighborhood secretary … they enter calmly at a person’s home … they speak 
calmly, in soft voices, respectfully, slowly to come to an understanding.  The 
[neighborhood] secretary is like a journalist.  They ask probing, rude questions 
… they are not patient, they judge them and insult them: “Ah! You did this!  
Really?  Is that the way you act?  You are bruto,65aren’t you?  You leave your 
wife this way?  Are you an animal? 66 

                                                 
65 The Portuguese word “bruto” or “brute” carries over from the colonial period as an expression 
describing cultural backwardness.  It’s implied opposite is “civilized” and the word was often used by 
Portuguese colonists as an insult to rural peasants. 
66 Interview with Pai Shuka; June 3, 2008. 
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For peasant farmers, seeking assistance of a state-sponsored official to resolve marriage 

conflicts opens one to verbal humiliation.67  Turning to church leaders for intervention, 

church members know they will be treated with respect.   

 Depending on the circumstances, male and/or female church elders intervene in the 

dispute.  As Pai Shuka described, these leaders typically meet with the couple in their own 

home.  They sit with them, listen to both sides, and offer counsel based on their situation.  

The counsel given is always based on specific teachings from the bible.  In this way, biblical 

authority is used to gain leverage in influencing couples to reconcile with each other and 

change their behavior and attitudes in relation to each other.   

 

God’s power and protection—the search for fertility in Pentecostal contexts 

 Pentecostal church participants, like n’gangas, use methods to help members resolve 

problems of infertility.  Through prayer and the laying on of hands, church members draw 

on the healing power of the Holy Trinity to expel spirits that may be preventing a woman 

from conceiving or causing her children’s deaths.  Through proper behavior and 

faithfulness, a woman may also hope to gain favor with God, who then may be more likely 

to answer her prayers for children.  Besides these tactics, some church members also resort 

to traditional therapies intended to aid conception. 

 Given churches’ disdain for n’gangas, I was surprised when two women of the Free 

Assembly Church told me that they had helped their fellow church-goers resolve sterility 

problems through kutsimika.  After discussion it became clear that these church women 

adapt kutsimika to align with Pentecostal theological perspectives.  However, while they 

                                                 
67 See Chapter 3 for further discussion of the socio-economic dimensions of this attitude. 
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shared the details of their fertility treatments with me, they also emphasized that they do 

not announce themselves to be specialists performing this treatment.  They fear that other 

church members may not look favorably on their actions.  They take care not to be 

confused with n’gangas, offering their specialized assistance out of compassion only to 

people they felt they could trust.  Fariana, who had been a n’ganga for many years prior to 

conversion, explained that she normally performs kutsimika treatments “only if there is one 

woman, if there is one woman who is crying [to God]: ‘I am asking for a child!’ I will say, 

‘Come!’”68  Sineva told me that when she hears a woman’s lament in church testimonials, 

she will take pity on her, approach her personally, and offer assistance.  Women generally 

do not think to seek her help.69 

 Despite some level of secrecy, these women showed no sense of shame when 

talking to me about their work.  Rather, they expressed pride to be able to assist other 

women, telling me which children in the church were born as a result of their interventions.  

Sineva and Fariana both re-configured the process of kutsimika to fall squarely in line with 

Pentecostal philosophy.  Since I understood the process to depend on a n’ganga’s spirit to 

watch over and protect the child, I asked Sineva about this.  She responded: 

That’s right.  It’s the spirit of that n’ganga who is watching over … it’s the spirit 
who is making the medicines work.  Then, once you complete everything, and 
finish the treatment and the payment, then the spirit will leave the child to 
you.70 

 
So, I then asked Sineva how her kutsimika could work without a healing spirit.  She 

explained: “I—I pray [on the child’s behalf]—it is God [who oversees the process].”  Sineva 

told me that it is not a spirit, but God, who is central in overseeing the process:  

                                                 
68 Interview with Mãe Conselheira Fariana; February 1, 2008. 
69 Interview with Mãe Sineva; February 7, 2008. 
70 ibid. 
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[God] protects the child!  Because you will pray, you will dig the medicine, who 
knows these things?  God!  You do all this in [the name of] God.  It is Jehovah 
who sends down mercy to you.  Because everyone:  you can go to a n’ganga, but 
they don’t attribute this to God!  You can go to a n’ganga [who will tell you] I 
did this!  It’s a lie!  It’s God, God who says—people are made in this way!  If 
God doesn’t wish it—it is just death—someone will do kutsimika but they 
won’t have children!  The medicines [will not be effective]. Jehovah will not 
give you a child. 

 
To clarify I asked, “If someone goes to a n’ganga to do kutsimika and has a child, then it is 

not the n’ganga’s spirit but God who makes this happen?”  Sineva was shocked by my 

question: “Iiii!  Can a n’ganga’s spirit create a person?!!  Absolutely not!!  It’s God!”  I agreed 

that a n’ganga would not claim that her spirit is involved in the creation of the child, but 

oversees the process, to protect against things that might derail the creation process.  Sineva 

agreed, but emphasized that through her faithfulness, she has a special connection to God.  

When she prepares the kutsimika treatment, she can draw on that connection to ask God to 

watch over the process. 

 In Sineva’s Christianized conception of the process of kutsimika, the role of a n’ganga 

as ritual expert with a special connection to a spirit is replaced with a faithful Christian with 

a special connection to God.  According to this logic, God serves as both protector and 

creator, removing the n’ganga’s spirit from the process, placing God into direct relationship 

with humans.  Aside from this displacement of the spirit, the only major difference in 

Sineva and Fariana’s church-version of kutsimika emerged at the conclusion of the process.  

Unlike in the kutsula ceremony, where medicines and harhwa are used to break the 

connection to the protective spirit, in Sineva’s version, this ritual is omitted.  Since God is 

the protector, breaking the connection is not necessary.  The child remains under God’s 

protection.   
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 Also, since with God serving as protector, the patient does not incur debt to a 

n’ganga’s spirit that needs repayment in order to return the child fully to its parents’ care.  

Following Pentecostal philosophy, God’s protection and healing is freely given to the 

faithful.  Nor does a patient incur debt to Sineva for serving as a guide in the process.  In 

keeping with the church notion of serving God in order to help heal others, Sineva was 

careful to be clear that she wanted no payment: “When a woman comes to me,” she told 

me, “I first tell her ‘I don’t want money! I don’t want money!’ And then I will go dig the 

medicines so we can begin.”  Sineva explained, the patient will return to her when her child 

is a toddler.  At that time, she cuts the patch of hair71 that must remain for a child who is in 

the state of kutsimikwa and say a prayer of thanksgiving to God and blessing for the child to 

complete the process.72 

 As this example reveals, infertility treatments performed by church participants draw 

on the instrumental aspects of traditional therapies but reanalyze the process to place God 

at the center.  This reanalysis takes place in other types of “traditional” therapies that rely on 

medicinal plants.  From this perspective, it is God who creates the plants and endows them 

with healing powers.  It is God who provides knowledge and insights to people through 

dreams and understandings.  It is God who protects and oversees the therapeutic process 

and God, as creator, who forms human beings.   

 The Christian process of kutsimika provides insight into the way in which 

Pentecostal church members negotiate their everyday lives, reanalyzing and adapting 

everything they do in terms of church teachings.  Church participants decide what aspects 
                                                 
71 As seen earlier in this chapter, children who are kutsimikwa (born under the special protection that 
kutsimika affords) keep a tuft of hair at the top, center of their forehead, since this is the physical site of the 
protective spirit’s (or, in this case, God’s) connection to the body.  Cutting that patch of hair would amount 
to severing the protective connection that the process creates. 
72 ibid. 
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of tradição or (tradition) to exclude and what to include in order to be considered 

securely among “the faithful.”  Through this process of reanalysis, church participants forge 

new configurations of daily practices all of which relate back to their relationship with God.  

Through their work as wanhu wakuchena,73 some aspects of “tradition” are taken up and 

followed, others are abandoned entirely, and others are re-configured to become practices 

that resonate with Pentecostal philosophy as taught in church.  In some cases, this re-

analysis is officially sanctioned by church leaders.74  In others, individuals reanalyze and 

negotiate their actions independently based on their understandings of church teachings. In 

this way, they create a “new traditional order.”  

 

Pentecostal conversion and women’s search for stability  

 In a time of increasing marriage strain, for many women, participation in 

Pentecostal churches brings the hope of more respectful domestic relationships, as seen in 

Chapter 1.  Pentecostal churches emphasize teachings that encourage marriage relationships 

built on mutual respect.  The prohibition of alcohol and tobacco offers a form of social 

control that attracts many women whose husbands are caught up in these habits that siphon 

precious cash from household use.  In many cases, women’s conversion to Pentecostal 

churches in Gorongosa is part of a direct strategy to manage a troubled marriage as well as a 

                                                 
73 Wanhu wakuchena—“holy people.”  See Chapter 3 for more detailed discussion of this insider/outsider 
terminology. 
74 See also Chapter 1.  For instance, a pastor of a Pentecostal church in Beira worked with two 
missionaries from the United States to write a booklet about the “culture of the Sena people.”  The 
introduction states, “it is the desire of the author that through this work, the Sena people may valorize even 
more their own culture, and gain knowledge to distinguish things that are useful and compatible with their 
faith in Jesus Christ from things that are incompatible and that should be avoided” (my translation from 
Portuguese) (Meque 1999: 1).  The cover of the booklet features the following phrase in Portuguese and in 
Sena:  “If we don’t know where we came from, we will not know where we are going” (ibid.). 
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more general search for social support.  This support can come from both human and 

divine sources.   

 The following song that was often sung during worship services at The Free 

Assembly Church of Mozambique expresses the nature of a woman’s relationship to the 

larger church body: 

Ndasembwa    R%  Baba, Baba, Baba 
I’ve been married    Father, Father, Father [God] 
Ndarorwa75    R% Jesu ndi mwamunanga76 
I’ve been married    Jesus is my husband 
 

 According to participants’ explanations of these lyrics, likening church women to the wives 

of Jesus implies that a Christian woman must be a faithful servant and not allow herself to 

be drawn to serve other “lovers”—meaning other sources of authority, such as the 

government, or other pursuits outside God’s path such as use of alcohol, tobacco, or the 

healing practices of spirit-mediums.77  As a wife of Jesus, in the church family, a woman is 

accorded the respect due this position.  This understanding of women’s position in church 

implies that when a woman practices an active faith, Jesus, like a husband, will respond to 

her needs, supplying what she requires when she asks for it through prayer.  A convert’s 

deep relationship with Jesus offers the promise of support and stability.  While this support 

can come from divine protection and blessings, in Pentecostal philosophy, the influence of 

the divine is also mediated through humans.  As discussed in Chapter 1, church groups 

offer women real material and social support through the actions of other church members 

                                                 
75 “Kurora” (to marry), is Shona.  In chi-Gorongosi, “kurora” is used to describe making payments to a 
bride’s mother for children born of a marriage.  Because of the use of Shona language in church contexts, 
ndarorwa, is used in the sense of establishing a marriage bond between a man and woman.  
76 Notes, Sunday worship service; Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, Nyamissongora; June 1, 2008. 
77 Interview with Shika Shongo; June 1, 2008. 
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who are meant to act as servants of God and Jesus.  The power of the Holy Spirit 

operates through them, guiding and animating their actions. 

 Members of Pentecostal churches teach that the relationship between a husband and 

wife is sacred.  As the educational wedding song presented above reveals, Pentecostal 

church participants take seriously their task of instructing men and women about proper 

behavior in marriage.  This perspective is revealed in the following statement made by the 

Pastor of a Pentecostal church on Gorongosa Mountain: “The bible says a man must 

respect his wife because she is his body [ndi manungo wako].”78  This statement shows that the 

story of Eve created from the rib of Adam is taken seriously and is used to emphasize the 

importance of a man’s respect.  When introducing themselves to another church group, 

women often refer to themselves as “mbabvu wa[husband’s name]”—rib of [husband’s 

name].  This union in the flesh correlates to the church’s teaching that the body is sacred—a 

temple of God.  It must be treated with great care and respect.  This is the explanation often 

given in Pentecostal churches for the strong prohibition of alcohol and tobacco use. 

 Hoping their husbands will hear and abide by these powerful messages of 

responsibility and proper behavior in marriage, women whose husbands are not church 

members actively work to draw them to conversion.  Church participation can provide a 

powerful indirect way for women to push irresponsible husbands to reform their behavior.  

As other have noticed, in Chimoio female converts whose husbands are not already church 

participants hope to draw them into the church as a strategy to manage difficult 

relationships (Pfeiffer, et. al. 2007).   

                                                 
78 Interview with Pastor Eusebio; March 13, 2008. 
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 In women’s worship services, leaders often present explicit messages urging 

women to covert their husbands.  During the preaching portion of the worship service, Mãe 

Pastora Saquina provided the following: 

If you have a husband who drinks [alcohol], try to persuade him to stop 
drinking and [invite him to church]: “Let’s go along God’s path, God’s way is 
good!”  One day, you will see him convert and then you will come together to 
church and you will introduce him to the church. [You will say]: “’my husband 
was a seat of alcohol[ism], but today, look, I come with him to church.  God 
had compassion for him!” 

 
She implored the members of the women’s group: 

 
We must convert our husbands because they are dying in disgrace, they are 
dying from disgrace.  You are on God’s path—convert him!  When you are 
together, tell him “Pai! Let’s go to church!  What you are doing is empty.  You 
are doing nothing [of value].  When you have some money you go to drink 
kabanga and when you have some money, you go to the n’ganga.  Let’s go 
together on God’s path.  God’s path is good!”   
  
We must convert our husbands!  Our husbands are dying in sin.  It is good for 
you to be on the correct path, but [is it good to leave] your husband on the 
path of evil?  You are of one flesh!79  

 
Thus, being “of one flesh” it is considered to be a woman’s responsibility to bring her 

husband onto God’s path.  This action may be in a woman’s self- interest, but it is 

understood as part of a wider evangelistic duty.  When pressing husbands to participate in 

church and transform themselves, women do so in a way that is safe—depersonalized and 

expressed as a concern for their wellbeing. 

 In these efforts, women are bolstered significantly by the active efforts of other 

church leaders who also try to bring “straying” husbands into the fold.  This form of 

evangelism is widely known and actively pursued by church leaders.  When I asked a group 

                                                 
79Preaching, Mãe Pastora Saquina; Women’s Worship Service, Free Assembly Church, Nyamissongora; 
February 28, 2008. 
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of women how the church assists women who are struggling in their marriages one 

participant replied:  

The pastor will come to the home of the woman and try to convert her 
husband.  He will pray for the man so that he will change and they can gara bom 
[live well] together.80 

  
In this way, church leaders attempt to unite the couples in the church family, which, in 

effect, is a powerful strategy to maintain troubled marriages.  With the intervention of 

church leaders, a woman’s position is powerfully legitimized.  Like the authority that senior 

kin may exercise over disrespectful men, church groups serve as a powerful resource of 

social control that can strengthen women’s position in marriage. 

 Women struggling with their husbands gain additional hope from the testimonies of 

fellow church women.  Many women share impressive stories of how their lives at home 

changed when their husbands submitted to the powerful social control enacted by 

Pentecostal church groups.  Such testimonials can be powerful.  Terezinha told me that her 

relationship with her husband changed dramatically after they both began participating at 

church: 

[His behavior] changed, yes!  Eh!  [He] changed A LOT! [laughing] He 
changed!  He changed completely.  Because, my husband, he doesn’t beat [me], 
and he never did.  He just spoke [insults] A LOT!  He would just throw out 
one word to you and that was enough!  You wouldn’t eat or anything until you 
became thin.  But, when we began to pray, ah!  All of this, he has now left 
behind.  Even I!  When he would provoke me this way, I would speak back, I 
would argue with him until sunrise … But, since I heard the word of God with 
the counsel I’m being given there in the church, I don’t do anything!  Of 
course, at home, there are still arguments, but not as extreme.  If we have a 
fight in the morning, we go to work and come back home and then it’s just 
“good afternoon, good afternoon”—there is nothing else.81 

 

                                                 
80 Focus group interview, Women’s group, Free Assembly Church of Mozambique; June 12, 2008. 
81 Interview with Terezinha; March 3, 2008. 
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Such narratives linking marital improvements to the influence of church participation 

are common.  Pfeiffer also noted these narratives in peri-urban Chimoio neighborhoods, 

stating, “the telling of these stories often followed a common trajectory ending with the 

successful reconstitution of the household after both husband and wife had converted” 

(Pfeiffer, et.al. 2007: 696). 

 Women share these narratives as a form of evangelism to attract female colleagues 

who are struggling with their husbands.  They tell such stories as a way to comfort fellow 

church-goers whose husbands’ disrespect continues over long periods of time, despite their 

own church participation.  While these testimonials may be used for different purposes, they 

are based on the actual experiences of women whose husbands made major shifts in their 

behavior after conversion.  The teachings and practices of Pentecostal church groups 

combine to create a powerful social regulatory force that can effectively help women 

manage and to maintain strained marriages. 

 

 “Thursdays are our days!”  Women’s worship services and mutual support 

 At the Free Assembly Church of Mozambique, the women’s group is a major force 

of church organization.  Women who have given birth to at least one child are accorded the 

special status of madzimai or “church mothers,” and gain license to enter this important 

group.  The special status accorded to madzimai replicates the status that women gain 

through childbirth in the wider society, illustrating again how church groups actively work 

to create a social organization that strengthens “traditional” social structures.  The madzimai 

create their own leadership hierarchy based mostly on seniority and where wives of male 

church leaders are also accorded special status.  Thus, the most respected members of the 
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group are Pastor Zimba’s first wife, Saquina, who is given the title of Mãe Pastora, or 

“Mother Pastor” and the eldest member of the group, Mãe Fariana, who holds the position 

of supreme advisor known as “Mãe Conselheira” or “Mother Counselor.”  The organization 

of madzimai runs in parallel and is complementary to the male church hierarchy.  Through 

gatherings and activities to serve the church, madzimai create a strong, unified and 

supportive group that provides the foundation and energy for most of the church’s work.  

  Each Thursday morning, members of the women’s group gather to hold their own 

worship service.  The women’s group is something that nearly all participants I interviewed 

talked about with enthusiasm.  They often talked about Thursdays (chinai) as “our days,” and 

looked forward to their gathering each week as a time to take a rest from their daily routines 

and to enjoy the company of other women in a safe environment.  One woman told me: 

I worry all the time about the death of my sister, of my son, of the chickens 
that were stolen, about this house that is crumbling, about my husband’s 
immobility82 … When I sit at home with nothing to do, my head starts to 
hurt—full of all these thoughts.  I always look forward to Thursdays.  When I 
arrive at the church, I forget everything.83 

 
Madzimai  independently create and organize the content of their Thursday worship services. 

Services last up to three hours and include singing and dancing, preaching, witnessing, and a 

period of prayer and laying on of hands for those who are suffering.  During each worship 

service, preaching on biblical texts is the focal event—a time when women share stories and 

elders of the group interpret biblical texts providing messages tailored to women’s concerns.  

These weekly gatherings provide ongoing counsel for married women.  Above all else, they 

create a forum for women to establish strong connections to each other—deep, trusting 

                                                 
82 Mãe Fineja’s husband’s mobility was severely impaired by an injury he suffered during the civil war.  
Because of his disability, he was unable to maintain their home in the proper condition—usually a 
husband’s role in marriage. 
83 Interview with Mãe Fineja; February 21, 2008. 
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friendships reinforced by the kinship-like bonds of church membership.  Indeed, most 

church participants I interviewed identified their most trusted friend and confidant as 

another member of their women’s group. 

 During the period of witnessing, women share concerns without the reserve they 

might have in Sunday worship services where men and youth are present.  As on Sundays, 

they share concerns about loved ones who are sick.  But, on Thursdays, women also feel 

comfortable to share marriage troubles openly with others in the group.  During one 

Thursday women’s service, the following testimonial was given: 

I ask you to pray for me.  My husband and I are not getting along well at home. 
He always promises to come to church, but then he will not appear.  Instead, 
on Sundays he goes off to drink kabanga.  Sometimes he comes home at night 
drunk.  I get so angry that he is drunk, I go away to sleep somewhere else and 
refuse what he desires.  I am asking you, before God, to pray for me, to pray 
that God gives me strength.  I pray that God will change his heart and bring 
him to church.84   
 

Through such testimonials, women present their troubles before God and his followers.  

These events of public sharing are ways for a woman to indirectly ask for support.  

Frequently, after hearing a woman’s troubles, the other women in the group will respond 

with a show of support.  In addition to prayer assistance, members of the group may visit a 

woman who is ill and help with her domestic chores. 

  

Preaching as ongoing counsel in women’s worship services 

 During each Thursday worship service, two different women are selected at random 

to provide a reading of scripture and preach about it.  All women must have knowledge of 

scripture and be prepared to perform exegesis, relating the biblical text to the immediate 

                                                 
84 Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, Nyamissongora; April 10, 2008. 
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concerns of women’s lives.  This demonstrates the importance of an active, 

participatory faith that is common to Pentecostal churches.  After each woman interprets 

biblical text, the two most senior members of the group follow up on the preaching of the 

junior women.  Their interpretation and messages are accorded more weight and authority.   

 The primary purpose of the women’s worship services is realized through these acts 

of preaching.  Through their preaching, the women teach each other about their roles and 

responsibilities as married women and as mothers.  This educational role is parallel to the 

role of female elders in traditional society.   In an interview with Pastor Zimba’s second 

wife, Belita, I asked about the teachings for women on Thursdays.  She was very clear in 

pointing out that the content of teachings on Thursdays corresponds directly with what she 

was taught by her female elders as a young girl in preparation for marriage.   

The way it used to be, when a girl was reaching puberty and soon to be 
married, her family would pay an elder woman to take her into a house alone 
and teach her how to live with her husband … the teachings [of the women’s 
group] are the same.  The parents of the girl would give this woman [sankhulu85] 
money, flour, and a chicken to thank her for her help.86   

 
She added that this kind of counsel was given to a young man by a male elder [sankhulu] and, 

translating into Portuguese, she called these male and female counselors madrinha and 

padrinha.87  Mãe Pastora Belita connected the church’s role in counseling men and women to 

the role that family groups once played:   

These days, women aren’t being taught these things at home.  Our church is 
assuming this role to teach women on Thursdays.  Now, their elders are 
members of the church who are elected to be conselheiros (counselors).  Now, in 

                                                 
85 Sankhulu is also the title given to the intermediaries who perform the negotiations of marriage between 
the two family groups of the future bride and groom.   
86 Interview with Belita; March 1, 2008. 
87 “Madrinha” and “padrinha,” Portuguese for “little mother/father.” In their more common usage due to 
the influence of Catholicism in Portuguese life, these terms translate as “God mother/father”—or the 
sponsors for a young person at important rites of the Catholic Church such as baptism and marriage. 
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the church, their counsel is free—no one has to pay and no one is paid money.88 

 
As Belita’s comment reveals, the role that churches play in managing marriage relationships 

is a conscious adoption of the part played by kin.  In a time when more marriages are 

unstable, when more couples are establishing nuclear family settlements away from 

networks of extended kin, and when the authoritative “voice of tradition” is losing strength, 

especially among youth, Pentecostal churches in Gorongosa organize themselves in such a 

way as to substitute for the role extended kin networks played in ordering social 

relationships.  As one participant put it, “Fariana (their “Mother Counselor”) teaches us 

great things—she is like our mother, telling us what is the right behavior.”89 

  

Teachings for women in Thursday women’s worship services 

Mãe Conselheira Fariana: Thursdays are never different, because Thursday is 
  for instruction [about how to] clean the house in order to live well at  
  home.  Alleluia? 
Congregation:  Amen! 
Mãe Conselheira Fariana: Thursdays are for ordering yourself:  I am residing 
  with my husband, but how will I live with him?  How will I treat this  
  husband?90    
 

As this excerpt of preaching reveals, women’s worship services carry the explicit purpose of 

transmitting messages to women about how to live appropriate lives as mothers and as 

wives.  Here, the Mother Counselor likens a marriage relationship to a home.  In this 

analogy, women’s daily practices serve to keep the home clean and maintained so that a 

couple and their children may live well together.  Thursday women’s worship services are 

rich in messages for women that specify how they may “clean/order themselves” in order 

                                                 
88 Interview with Belita; March 1, 2008. 
89 Interview with Mãe Nene; February 15, 2008. 
90 Preaching, Mãe Conselheira Fariana; Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de 
Moçambique, Nyamissongora; February 28, 2008. 
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to “clean their homes.”   These messages may take the form of song, personal 

testimonies, scripture readings, or preaching.  Follow-up preaching by female elders takes a 

particularly instructive tone.  Week after week, the female elders of the women’s group 

translate biblical scripture into messages specific to women’s life situations—educational 

teachings with detailed advice for their behavior.  Female elders use metaphor, symbolism, 

and illustrative stories to strengthen their teachings.  

 The following excerpt from Mãe Conselheira’s preaching nicely encapsulates 

the teachings presented during women’s worship services: 

A husband should not be insulted, a mother-in-law should not be insulted, a 
brother/sister-in-law should not be insulted, a father-in-law should not be 
insulted—respect them all.  You should tie your husband to your back as if he 
were your own child; as if he were a child you gave birth to.  In the name of 
Jesus, Amen.91 

 
The metaphor of a husband as a woman’s child appeared frequently in teachings at the 

women’s services of the Free Assembly Church.  Women were told to take care of their 

husband and attend his needs.   In church contexts, women are told to respect their 

husbands as the head and the leader of a household since “there cannot be two roosters in 

one home … it is important that you have one husband who imposes the rules and that 

you, as his wife, follow them”92—a metaphor that Mate also found in circulation among 

women’s groups of Pentecostal churches in Zimbabwe (2002: 556).  Mate comments that 

such images and related teachings for women of Pentecostal churches reveal how the 

church “romanticizes female subordination to men” (Mate 2002: 557).  However, closer 

                                                 
91 Preaching, Mãe Conselheira Fariana; Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de 
Moçambique, Nyamissongora; January 2, 2008. 
92 Preaching, Mãe Pastora Anita [from Chimoio congregation]; Women’s worship service, Igreja 
Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, Nyamissongora; February 24, 2008. 
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examination reveals more subtle strategizing in women’s church teachings and related 

practices.   

 For instance, likening a woman’s role in marriage to the mother-child relationship 

implicitly puts women in a position of authority.   As mothers, they are to show their care 

and attention, looking after their husband’s needs just as their mothers had done.  But, in 

Gorongosa, the image of mother is of a powerful figure who oversees her children with 

both authority to admonish and a caring heart.  Many songs of lament in Gorongosa, for 

instance, include refrains of “Mãe!” and “Mãe, wei!”:  emphasizing this position of mother 

as a stable figure to whom someone in turmoil turns for support and comfort.  Mothers are 

seen as the holders of a patient type of authority, a superior and wise type of power.  Thus, 

in the teaching presented above, acting as a mother in marriage implies taking the high road, 

taking a position that allows for a husband’s periodic bouts of disrespect—weathering 

mood swings, tantrums, and misbehavior with patience.   

 According to church messages, if you respect your husband, tend to his needs, 

provide meals soon after he returns home, heat water for his bath, wash and iron his 

clothes, he will appreciate you and reciprocate by providing for your needs.  Thus, women’s 

service teachings to and care for husbands are not an act of submission, but a strategy to get 

the most out of the relationship.  As Mãe Pastora Saquina put it one day, “You must respect 

your husband … when you respect your husband, when he goes out, one day he will bring 

you a capulana; he will bring you many things.”93  Saquina added that another benefit of 

caring for a husband is the social esteem that comes from a man’s well-kept presence in 

public: 

                                                 
93 Preaching, Mãe Pastora Saquina; Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, 
Nyamissongora; January 2, 2008. 
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You must wash the clothes of your husband.  Prepare breakfast for him in the 
morning.  Perhaps he is going to town, perhaps he is going to work: check to 
be sure his clothing is clean.  Take the dirty clothes to wash and give him 
something clean to wear.  Everywhere he goes, people will admire the way he 
dresses in such clean clothing.  And they will say that it is thanks to his wife 
who washes for him.94 

 
As will be discussed in the conclusion, below, women’s behavior in marriage is taught 

explicitly as a strategy to shore up gender roles and rules governing traditional society in an 

effort to improve women’s material conditions and the welfare of their children. 

  

“Respect your husband’s mother!” 

   On Thursdays, another common teaching that women share is to treat their 

husband’s mothers with respect.  Again, these actions are meant to be taken in the interest 

of enhancing a woman’s position in marriage.  Mãe Conselheira Fariana put it this way: 

We must do things for our husbands.  We must do things for our mothers-in-
law.  Some daughters-in-law speak too much [gossip/criticize/complain] in 
their mother-in-law’s house.  If you speak as if you are crying, you are 
saddening your mother-in-law and this is a sin.  You do these things, making 
your husband’s mother cry, even though she was the one who gave birth to 
your husband and felt pains on that day.  And you do this while showing off 
the capulana that her son bought for you. 

 
Because if you are suffering in your homes where you have children, your 
mother-in-law is your mother because you have separated from your 
[biological] mother … Your mother-in-law is your mother who cares for you, 
for, if you have a headache, she is the one who will take care to help you to the 
hospital, or if you are pregnant, she will help you to the maternity ward.  She is 
the one who will give you the first aid because she is close.95 

 
Here Fariana reminds the women that their mother-in-law should be treated with the 

utmost respect.  The things a woman receives from her husband are, in effect, transferred to 

her only thanks to her mother-in-law’s work in raising him.  Following on Fariana’s 

                                                 
94 ibid.  
95 ibid. 
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preaching, Mãe Pastora Saquina elaborated by providing examples of how women can 

show this respect: when you cook, share food with her; provide clean clothes to her 

children; if she is carrying a heavy load, go to assist her; if she asks for some grain, give her a 

portion of yours; help her fetch firewood or carry water; if she falls ill, take care of her, etc.  

All of these actions ensure that you will be in her favor in the event of serious troubles with 

your husband.  If your mother-in-law values you, when your husband treats you badly, or 

considers taking another wife, his mother will defend you, using her authority to make 

things turn in your favor.  On the other hand, if you treat your husband’s kin poorly, they 

will not come to your aid: 

When you do not do these things, you must remember that one day, if your 
husband beats you, no one will come to your defense and you will suffer 
greatly.  If you don’t treat the people near you well, you should know that they 
will not assist you if your husband decides to divorce you.  It will be this way 
because no one will prohibit him … But if you treat her well, if your husband 
beats you, she will tell her son, “Don’t do this!” and when he sees his mother 
intervene, he will go away!   Don’t be greedy with your possessions around 
your mother-in-law! … If you serve her food, you will hear her say “My son 
married a good wife!”96 

 
This advice shows women how to navigate their low-status position in the early years of 

marriage.  Women are taught that if they show respect for their husband’s kin, they will gain 

favor with the very people who can exercise authority over their husbands.  In this way, 

women are taught to use their position as guests among their husband’s kin to their 

advantage, exercising a kind of quiet, yet powerful influence.   

 

 

 

                                                 
96 Preaching, Mãe Pastora Saquina; Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, 
Nyamissongora; January 2, 2008. 
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Sexual relationships—managing desire 

 Teachings in Thursday women’s worship celebrate female sexuality within marriage.  

Repeatedly, discussion of sex and sexuality in women’s worship services is frank and often 

quite graphic.  In part, this illustrates the degree of comfort that has been established in 

these Thursday meetings.  Women are free to talk about anything with surprising candor.  

Further, this illustrates how Pentecostal church practices do not represent wholesale 

adoption of Western missionary dispositions.  Discussions encourage women to eliminate 

modesty and shame in their sexual relations with their husbands.  Most importantly, frank 

discussion of sex is one more tactic women are encouraged to employ to maintain the 

security of their marriage.   

 The following excerpt illustrates how women’s sexual relationships are addressed on 

Thursdays.  A female participant, Anita, opened by reading I Corinthians 7 1-5: 

[1] Now, concerning the matters about which you wrote.  It is well for a man 
not to touch a woman. [2] But because of the temptation to immorality, each 
man should have his own wife and each woman her own husband. [3] The 
husband should give to his wife her conjugal rights, and likewise the wife to her 
husband. [4] For the wife does not rule over her own body, but the husband 
does; likewise the husband does not rule over his own body, but the wife does. 
[5] Do not refuse one another except perhaps by agreement for a season, that 
you may devote yourselves to prayer; but then come together again, lest Satan 
tempt you through lack of self-control.97 

 

Interpreting this text for the women congregants, she advised them to give in to their 

husbands’ sexual desires: 

There are things that please men, things that make them happy carnally.  You 
[as a wife] should not say “No, papa, it’s too much.  My whole body is tired 
because I was working in the field.”  It is God who gives you the strength to 
work in your fields.  We women should kneel before our husbands because for 
us, they are our God.  When the day turns to night, when a man goes to bed he 

                                                 
97 From Revised Standard Version of the Bible, 2nd edition (1971 [1946], William Collins Publishers, Inc.). 
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takes on the attitude of a child.  When he speaks to us with this childlike attitude, 
we should pay attention because … even though we have children, our first 
child is our husband.98 

 
Here again, the lesson likens a husband to a child.  But at the same time, a husband is 

compared to God.  These two opposed images are both used frequently in church contexts 

to characterize women’s relations to their husbands.  Juxtaposed in this way, these images 

seem puzzling.  But, as Anita continued speaking, the message became clearer.  She advised 

women to give in to their husbands’ sexual desires as a way of preventing his infidelity: 

We must reserve a space in some place for him, so that at any time he enters 
the house he may quench his thirst.  We shouldn’t say, “No! This is done by 
whores!”  Husbands like the things whores do—when he enters the room you 
can even take off your clothes as if you were crazy.  Husbands like this very 
much … [more graphic instructions] … Don’t ignore your husband when he 
returns home and say, “I’m tired because I was in the fields all day.  This way, 
you will be giving him the occasion to mess around outside [infidelity] because 
he will think, “I took this wife to make me happy, but she doesn’t seem like the 
wife God gave me.”99 
 

Anita’s advice to women was to use sexual relations as part of an overall strategy to 

maintain the marriage relationship.  In this way, the two images of husband as child and as 

God come together powerfully.  Employing strategy to maintain marriage, a woman is like a 

mother—a superior authority using wisdom to control the direction of the relationship.  

Within this mothering/strategizing position, a woman can treat her husband like God, giving 

him the sense that he fulfills his desire to “rule” at home, thereby affirming that she is “the 

wife God gave [him].” 

 While women are taught to satisfy their husband’s sexual desires, they are not 

expected to do so without taking some degree of control.  Following Anita’s message, Mãe 

                                                 
98 Preaching, Mãe Pastora Anita [from Chimoio congregation]; Women’s worship service, Igreja 
Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, Nyamissongora; February 24, 2008. 
99 ibid. 
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Pastora Saquina balanced this lesson with a warning about controlling the spacing of 

births.  In Gorongosa, it is customary to wean a nursing child when one becomes pregnant 

since the breastmilk is considered to belong to the child in the womb.  Saquina shared a 

personal story of her child who became ill due to close birth spacing.  She was forced to 

wean the child early when she became pregnant again shortly after giving birth.  The child 

fell sick and died.  Opening with this story, she told women to take control of their sexual 

relations in order to protect the wellbeing of their children: 

We must care for our children.  If we see that a child is sitting, standing and 
walking, then we can be certain that we cared for the child well … If we do as 
has been said here, become pregnant again when we still are nursing a small 
baby, the child will fall ill with diarrhea.  Then you won’t feel at ease, you will 
feel ashamed among other women … Sometimes you must refuse your 
husband[’s sexual advances] to care for your child fully.100 

 
Considering Mãe Saquina’s cautionary lesson about controlling husband’s sexual desires 

counterbalances Anita’s message about pleasing a husband sexually.  But these are not, at 

the core, contradictory messages.  While a woman needs to work to maintain her marriage, 

her primary duty as mother is to look out for the wellbeing of her children.  As can be seen 

in Mãe Pastora Saquina’s statement, “… you won’t feel at ease, you will feel ashamed among 

other women,” children are a woman’s wealth and her primary means to gaining greater 

social esteem.  Taken together, then, these counter-posed messages reveal the central lesson 

of all the teachings women exchange on Thursdays: navigate the various challenges of 

marriage in such a way as to bring them the best possible outcome to ensure the wellbeing 

of your children.   

 

                                                 
100 Preaching, Mãe Pastora Saquina; Women’s worship service, Igreja Assembleia Livre de Moçambique, 
Nyamissongora; January 2, 2008. 
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Conclusion:  Bargaining with patriarchy 

 In Gorongosa, women’s strategies to shore up patriarchal logics have been shaped 

by socioeconomic transformations that have created considerable economic and social 

hardship.  In times of considerable constraint, women seek to sustain and strengthen their 

position among their husbands’ kin.  Marriage provides not only the possibility for attaining 

seniority among one’s kin, but it also positions women in the most fundamental and vital 

kind of social network.  Thus, on Thursdays, away from the oversight of men, madzimai 

gather to share advice, experiences and stories in order to find the best way to manage 

marriage relationships and to endure difficult times.  Similarly, n’gangas impose a kind of 

spiritual social control in their families that helps them to strengthen their position in 

marriage.  

 Most teachings in the Pentecostal women’s service place the burden of a successful 

marriage on women whose actions will create and maintain the physical, spiritual and inter-

relational order of the home.  On the surface, many of the teachings appear antithetical to 

what Western feminists refer to as “women’s empowerment.”  Women are explicitly told to 

submit to their husbands, to serve them, to fulfill their desires.  Such teachings of 

subservience have been critiqued by feminist scholars as religious ideology that serves to 

“keep women under patriarchal control” (Balmer 1994: 48, Mate 2002: 565).  Looked at 

from the perspective of women in Gorongosa, these are powerful lessons to be learned 

about the specific strategies for navigating the complexities of a context of considerable 

hardship and constraint.   

 Messages of subservience are balanced by messages to men about maintaining 

respect for their wives.  In this way, women’s Pentecostal participation mirrors women’s 
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initiation to spirit-mediumship.  N’gangas who become the wives of spirit figures must 

willingly and passively serve their spirit-husbands.  They must also treat their living 

husbands with respect according to the social norms of marriage.  However, their spirit-

husbands also closely monitor the behavior of n’gangas’ living husbands, bringing new social 

control to the relationship that pressures men to respectfully live up to their responsibilities 

to the relationship.   

 With this in mind, what Kandiyoti describes as “bargaining with patriarchy” (1988, 

1998) provides a sympathetic and enlightening perspective on women’s religious self-

positioning in Gorongosa.  In “bargaining with patriarchy” spirit-mediums and church 

participants confront present crises by pressuring men to live up to their obligations in 

marriage.  Their vigorous efforts to bolster a conservative social order firmly grounded in 

notions of the traditional family is what Kandiyoti would term “passive resistance.”  

Imposing tradition by way of male authorities, n’gangas and Pentecostal church women are 

both “claiming their half of this particular patriarchal bargain—protection in exchange for 

submissiveness and propriety” (1988: 283).  

  


