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Mapping Magude

Give me a map; then let me see how much 
Is left for me to conquer all the world.

—Christopher Marlowe, Tamburlaine

Symbolically reduced, in male eyes, to the space on which male 
contests are waged, women experience particular difficulties laying 
claim to alternative genealogies and alternative narratives of origin 
and naming. Linked symbolically to the land, women are relegated 
to a realm beyond history and thus bear a particularly vexed relation 
to narratives of historical change and political effect.

—Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather

 

Introduction

For the purpose of writing grant proposals, and then in order to locate
myself when explaining my activities to Mozambican authorities, and even
now in conversation with anyone who wants to know about my fieldwork, I
have always identified the site of my research as Magude, the name both
of the district that occupies Maputo province's northwest corner in southern
Mozambique and of the town that serves as the district's administrative
center. Both Magudes can be found on most recent maps of Mozambique and, even though a
surprising number of residents of the capital city, Maputo—a mere 150 kilometers from Magude
town—disagreed in 1995-96 about which province Magude district belonged to, this place name
is a familiar one, at least in the southern part of the country. One of the most heavily damaged

areas in the south during the Renamo war and once the most cattle-rich district
in Mozambique, Magude even now has a kind of notoriety in some Maputo
circles—whether positive, as among historically minded and school-educated
Mozambicans who at the mention of Magude exclaim, "Ah yes, Khoseni!"
(recalling the legendarily powerful Khosa chiefdom that dominated the region in
late precolonial times), or negative, as expressed by one American staffperson
of Save the Children who, on learning about my research in late 1994,
commented with a sneer, "Magude? What's historically significant about
Magude? People in Maputo joke about Magude the way Americans joke about

Cleveland!"

 1

Magude, in other words, has always been the easiest way for me to talk about
the spatial terrain of my research to outsiders who, in one way or another, have
had the power to affect my access to the women who inhabit this corner of
Mozambique. Fellowship-granting organizations with their own ideas about how
Africa may be broken down into investigable units, Mozambican bureaucrats
skeptical of my reasons for wanting to venture into the countryside, historians in
Mozambique who believe that the country's past must be approached in a
"usable" way—all have been interested parties for whom Magude is a convenient 
construct, necessary in the work of trying to govern, "develop," or study the 
region. I too employed this convention during the months of preparation and library and archival 
research prior to my departure for "the field." In Lisbon, Lausanne, Johannesburg, and Maputo, 
Magude was the shorthand I used for my ultimate destination: the sandy, rolling, sometimes 
verdant landscape north and west of the elbow in the Nkomati River, the obscure backyard both 
to southern Mozambique's better-known coastal region and to South Africa's Kruger Park, which 
abuts this section of the international border. 

 

Yet stand with your feet anywhere on the ground in Magude district, or on the broken tarmac of 
the four intersecting paved streets of Magude town, and talk to one woman, then another, 
about the geography of her life experiences, and you quickly discover that Magude is not a very 
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truthful space-label for Mozambican history when you want to understand that history from 
women's point of view. In fact, until recently, the notion of Magude as an organizing principle in 
everyday life was largely irrelevant for many women within the district's formal boundaries. 
What made this construct a practical reality for most rural dwellers were the physical dislocations 
of the war and the measures for distributing emergency aid. Among older women during the 
period of my fieldwork, Magude rarely entered ordinary discourse at all. For these women, with 
little or no formal schooling, knowledge of Portuguese, or direct exposure to the workings of the 
colonial or postcolonial state, Magude was a label on someone else's map, and that someone 
else usually wanted something from them: money or food, information or work, obedience or a 
more active display of enthusiasm and loyalty. Moreover, among all the women I interviewed, 
there was not a single one whose life experiences could be contained within the boundaries of 
Magude district as they are now or as they ever have been defined. Magude, then, does not 
adequately represent the physical space whose history women's recollections opened to me. 1
Indeed, I know of no single word that could contain all the tangle of histories that, according to 
women's memories, have made an imprint on the sands of this ancient place.

The problem of historical place-naming in southeastern Africa becomes even more acute when 
we turn to the past beyond women's memories, a past for which records are fragmentary, 
fugitive, and cryptic about such issues as why people conceptualize the world the way they do. 
Moreover, in past centuries many different kinds of people have set their feet or fancies on the 
place now known as Magude and have generated maps that express their own ideas about its 
spatial definition, its significant features, and the larger political, cultural, or economic unit(s) to 
which it should belong. Long before Portuguese, British, and Afrikaner colonizers negotiated the 
territorial limits of administrative control here in the late nineteenth century, Africans of diverse 
origins and identities traversed, inhabited, and fought over this region. European travelers and 
traders exchanged rumors of a wealthy kingdom at the Nkomati River bend, and Swiss 
missionaries in the Transvaal imagined extending their influence eastward to the lands from 
which their "Tsonga" converts had come as refugees from war and famine in the early 
nineteenth century. Even after the first colonial maps for southern Mozambique had been drawn, 
Portuguese officials and African chiefs continued to battle and bargain over how exactly the 
lands of "Magude circumscription" should be subdivided among them, and anthropologists on 
both sides of the border separating southern Mozambique from South Africa published 
ethnographic studies in which descriptions of the customs, language, material culture, and chiefly 
genealogies of "native peoples" revealed regional historical identities largely oblivious to colonial 
boundaries. 

 

From the late 1950s on, Western academics critical of Portugal's cooperation with the apartheid 
government of South Africa subsumed Magude within the labor-exporting region of the Sul do 
Save, a geographic entity defined through its legally regulated exploitation by South Africa's 
mining industry. Scholars writing on the precolonial history of the Sul do Save (projecting the 
maps of twentieth-century political economy backward in their quest for the migrant labor 
system's origins) have occasionally given Magude a passing nod as the homeland of 
Maguiguana Khosa, famed military leader of Ngungunyana's Gaza Nguni kingdom who headed a 
last-ditch anticolonial uprising in 1897, 2 and speculation about "Khocene's" role in precolonial 
regional trade networks makes at least a brief appearance in every major work on this subject. 
Historical research in southern Mozambique has long been tied to, and preoccupied with, the 
volatile career of the state; conversely, strategies (and maps) of governance in this part of the 
country have been shaped by official narratives of regional history, with the result that 
Portuguese colonial rulers, Frelimo's socialist revolutionaries, and Renamo rebels have seen 
Magude in terms of both its potential economic contributions to state coffers and its strategic (or 
dangerous) frontier position alongside South Africa. After the end of the war in 1992, 
international humanitarian organizations labelled Magude a "difficult" district because refugees 
from the area stubbornly resisted United Nations repatriation campaigns long after displaced 
families from other districts had begun to venture home. Meanwhile, prospective investors and 
development agencies, along with the unabashedly market-oriented postwar Frelimo 
government, were busily assessing the carrying capacity and infrastructural challenges of 
Magude's "empty" spaces, basing profit calculations on claims that many of this district's 
deslocados (internally displaced people) would never return.

 5

Meanwhile, the people who have actually lived in Magude have envisioned and enacted their
own varying constructions of the historical landscape—creating place-names, organizing territorial
spaces, mapping conceptions of their social and physical worlds sometimes independently of and
sometimes in response to the claims of outsiders. For the most part, these indigenous maps are
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not artifactual ones, at least not in the sense that Western-trained researchers are likely to
recognize (e.g., lines and symbols on paper); in this largely nonliterate agrarian society, such
forms of cartography have not generally been necessary, even to the ruling elites of precolonial
polities. 3 Yet local people certainly engage in what some social scientists refer to as mental 
mapping, and they chart their understanding of the world through media of graphic inscription 
other than writing. Such local maps are no less diverse, and no less socially constructed or 
embodied, 4 than the array of cartographic images that have been authored by outsiders. But in 
Magude, at least during the past two centuries for which we have a (relatively) solid evidentiary 
base, gender has been the principal axis along which local mappings diverge. Age, class, 
ethnicity, religion, and political status have also structured worldviews and perceptions of social 
location. 5 Yet, as the following chapters show, these constituents of identity are generally 
subordinate to gender in defining people's self-conscious relationship to the topography of the 
past. An elderly woman from a chiefly family, a devout Christian middle-class wife with literacy 
skills, and a young farmer supplementing her livelihood with earnings from spirit mediumship still 
have more in common in their cognition of history, I would argue, than any of the three would 
have with a male chief, schoolteacher, Christian convert, or peasant. In subsequent chapters I 
attempt to tease women's mappings of their histories from their oral narratives and material 
culture, for in storytelling, pottery, body markings, and even cultivation of the soil women are 
"conceiving, articulating and structuring" 6 their world just as geographers are beginning to 
recognize that their own maps do. These mappings not only offer a gendered retelling of history 
in Magude; they also reveal the socially situated and politically invested character of the maps 
utilized as "true" cartography in existing historical scholarship on southern Mozambique. 7

Yet every mapping of Magude, regardless—indeed, because—of its human authorship, contains
historical "truths," truths that are embedded in the identities and interests of its creator(s), the
social contexts of its production and use, the visual and narrative techniques it deploys, and the
content of the materialities its makers see and at the same time are helping to construct. And all
of these maps, even the most apparently inaccurate or fictitious ones, have impinged in some
way on the everyday lives and identities of the women whose memories this study explores.
Travelers' renderings of geography, for instance, had the power at different times to spark the
interests of fortune seekers or to keep other visitors away. Official delineations of administrative
boundaries shaped how local residents experienced the interventions and exactions of
government and how they came to perceive their relationship to colonial and postcolonial states.
Because people are not always aware of the effects of such acts of "space discipline," 8 our
understanding of women's histories—as of anyone's histories—needs to rely on more than their
self-narrated accounts, to take into consideration the context within which historical memories,
individual and collective, have come into being. Thus, without wanting to privilege other people's
mappings over women's own representations of Magude's past, I begin with the former—maps
produced within intertwining systems of power over which women have had little
control—because they are, in fact, critical to an historical investigation of female forms of
remembering in this area. In powerfully naturalized ways they have narrowed our vision as
scholars, denied the voices of the women whose love and labor have sustained the countryside,
and perpetuated an oddly tenacious form of epistemological injustice, more patriarchal in spirit
and effect, I would argue, than the indigenous societies of southern Mozambique have ever
been.

Archaeological Maps: Remnants and Regions

 

If we judge by the age of the materials on which they are based, the maps that stake the most 
ancient claims about Magude's past are those devised by European, South African, and 
Mozambican archaeologists. Archaeological mappings of southeastern Africa encompass a vast

territory and human activities dating from the first to the twentieth
centuries, and they draw on an evidentiary record that is not only rich and
intensively studied but also constituted to a great extent by material traces
of women's everyday lives. Furthermore, the Lebombo Mountains corridor
and its shouldering lowlands, which straddle the Mozambique-South Africa
border in this area, have attracted archaeological notice since at least the

1940s. One would think that, under these circumstances, Magude would be amply represented
both in the graphic maps that archaeologists have drawn to depict spatial patterns in the
remnants they have unearthed and in the narrative maps they have generated to explain those
patterns. More to the point, because women have been the principal makers and users of the
object, clay pottery, that has been central to archaeology's classification of remnants into
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"culture regions" and epochs of technological change in southern Africa, one would expect this
category of maps to be attentive to gendered definitions of social space and to women's active
part in transforming those definitions over time. Yet the discipline's assumptions about history
and gender have combined with the politics of archaeological research in South Africa and
Mozambique to render Magude practically invisible in all types of archaeological maps, thus
mapping Magude—and women's histories within it—primarily in terms of silence, stasis,
passivity, and neglect.

The Magude area has fallen between the cracks in archaeological research agendas on both 
sides of the Lebombos. Several significant discoveries by a Portuguese agronomist of "Early" and 
"Middle Stone Age" sites near Magude town in the early 1940s drew the attention of prominent 
South African and European archaeologists, leading one of the former to write that "the Magude 
site is so important that it should be brought under immediate control" 9 and raising new 
questions about historical riverine linkages between indigenous peoples across the 
Drakensburg-Lebombo chain. Van Riet Lowe used the Magude find as an opportunity to call for a 
regional approach to archaeological research, an approach that would transcend colonial borders 
and that, he argued, was necessary because

 

[p]rehistoric remains of the Earlier, Middle and Later Stone Ages as well as
protohistoric remains . . . have been recorded in the basin of the Incomati on the
Transvaal side; and as prehistoric man fortunately knew no political boundaries,
there can be little doubt that much of what occurs west of the border, also occurs
east of it—i.e. in the Colony of Moçambique. 10

 10

Portuguese priorities at that time, however, lay elsewhere: in an ethnocentric, nationalistic
conception of archaeology designed to promote colonial tourism by highlighting dramatic
monumental and artistic finds (e.g., rock paintings) and to shed light on the "prehistory" of
Moçambique colony—what was supposed to have preceded, in evolutionary terms, the great
"historical" event of Portuguese conquest. 11 What is most revealing in this regard about 
published writing on Magude sites is the debate between South African and Portuguese authors 
over whose nomenclature should be used to classify the remnants of stone tools found there. 
Barradas argued for European terminology, insisting that Paleolithic finds along the Nkomati 
River and its tributaries bore an "extraordinary" resemblance to discoveries in Europe, 12 while 
van Riet Lowe claimed Magude for southeastern Africa, noting the "marked" differences 
between its technological development and that of Europe and emphasizing the scientific value 
of further research along the river networks linking the Indian Ocean with South Africa. 13 In the 
end, neither position really won out, as the Portuguese directed colonial archaeological interest 
to places and artifacts beyond Magude, and future South African endeavors stopped at the 
boundary line dividing the Transvaal from Mozambique.

 

For a brief time, however, Magude was mapped as one of the most ancient
and "primitive" of human places in southeastern Africa, according to
archaeological conventions that depicted its relationship to the region's history in
a particular, telling way. In visual maps, these sites were plotted as dots along
rivers and identified with European labels—either Portuguese bastardizations of
local words (Chai-Chai) or European names of missions (Antioca, S. Jerónimo),
settler farms (Delagoa Plantations), and towns (Vila de João Belo). The only
indicators of human settlement included on these maps are the names of
Portuguese commercial and administrative centers, and the only additional
markings represent rivers, lakes, mountains, and other natural features, creating the impression
that early African communities evolved naturally with the physical environment and that
Portuguese colonization had successfully absorbed (or erased) all traces of African society and
culture. Narrative mappings, on the other hand, acknowledged Africans' presence, but by
focusing on the "defensive location" of excavated settlements, on the relevance of "stone age"
implements to ancient hunting, and on variations in hand-axe style as the single index of
technological change, they constructed Magude as a place peopled (indeed, made human) by
men and made historically meaningful by presumptively masculine activities. 14

 

Archaeological priorities in Mozambique shifted after independence in 1975 and, although
Magude was cast in a slightly different role in postcolonial explanations of precolonial history, the
area and its women remained as lodged in the cracks and as marginal to research agendas as

 



Binding Memories: Mapping Magude http://www.gutenberg-e.org/geh01/geh07.html

5 of 36 8/2/05 11:27 AM

ever. Despite the enormous practical difficulties posed by war and economic crisis, the Frelimo
state and sympathetic scholars saw digging up the past as a key weapon in the struggle to forge
a new national identity and historical consciousness. Rescue archaeology—targeting "basic
needs" such as personnel training, resource acquisition, and the accumulation of empirical data
about the past—joined development archaeology in its mission to study regions, periods, and
themes that the Portuguese had neglected. The new program was explicitly oriented away from
"Stone Age" sites and, for the most part, the southern third of the country, and toward "Iron
Age" findings in priority areas in the north and the immediate environs of the capital city. Among
archaeologists' foremost concerns during this period were the origins of the present-day "Bantu"
inhabitants of Mozambique and the influence that Arab and European commerce along the
Indian Ocean coast had on the "social formation of farming communities" in southern Africa. 15
Both issues required new attention to how historical processes within Mozambique were related 
to events and peoples beyond its borders. Like contemporary Iron Age research in South Africa, 
postindependence archaeology relied heavily on pottery remnants to reconstruct the sequence 
and character of human "migration streams," aiming particularly to determine exactly when and 
where the first settlements of iron-working agriculturalists appeared in the region and to explain 
how the economic and political systems of these "early farming communities" changed over 
time. 16 Although South African archaeologists were asking similar questions about economic, 
cultural, and technological linkages between coastal and interior societies, the Mozambican war 
discouraged sustained cross-border collaboration. Thus, while excavation sites and new 
discoveries in the Transvaal multiplied rapidly during the 1980s, this burst of archaeological 
activity stopped short at the Mozambique border, and a shared regional research agenda has 
only begun to take shape in recent years. 17

Magude, conspicuously absent from the postindependence generation of archaeological maps, is 
typically represented as an utterly blank space or a blank space across which large arrows 
(symbolizing human and/or ceramic-style movement) have been drawn. While archaeologists in 

both Mozambique and South Africa have increasingly recognized the critical 
impact that regional trade, migration, and communication networks along 
such rivers as the Nkomati have had on precolonial political and economic 
change, their research efforts have concentrated on the Indian Ocean coast 
and the Transvaal, the endpoints of these networks. The intervening spaces 
and peoples remain a rather glaring missing link, constructed in this 
scholarship as both hinterland and transit zone between the interior and 

coastal communities where the production of valuable trade commodities (e.g., iron, copper, 
gold) and direct exchanges with Arabs and Europeans are believed to have occurred. Viewed as 
a terrain across which goods and (to a lesser extent) people travel, the Lebombo/lowlands 
corridor appears on archaeologists' maps as a place of movement and transfer rather than one 
where communities live, things are produced, societies and technologies change, and meaningful 
events or innovations happen. Even the possibility that men and women inhabiting this area 
actively participated in regional trade, swapping ideas or objects or simply interacting in some 
way with people who passed through this cultural crossroads, has rarely entered archaeological 
maps or narratives on either side of the border. As a social space, Magude appears passive, 
inert, empty, and outside of history, significant only because of what outsiders have 
accomplished there.
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In the one study I am aware of that focuses on sites close to Magude and addresses Iron Age 
developments in a lowveld region straddling the international border, the significance attached to 
pottery demonstrates both how archaeological mappings have tacitly marginalized this area from 
history and how gender ideologies have buttressed this representation. This study examines 
pottery remnants uncovered in three sites in Massingir, the district immediately north of Magude, 
and compares pottery types and decorative patterns there with findings from several sites in the 
northern Transvaal. Remnants from two of the Massingir sites, author Ricardo Duarte concludes, 
reveal the "eastward extension of Sutho [sic] populations from the Phalaborwa [area]" into 
Massingir, while remnants from the third site he attributes to "the Cossa [Khosa] people," who 
"may have come from the . . . Natal region." 18 This interpretation, illustrated in a series of 
visual maps, has a number of powerful, if unintended, rhetorical effects. First, by uncritically
associating "ceramic streams" with "ethnic groups," the author implies that
pottery producers—women—function as passive carriers of culture and ethnic
identity, unthinkingly reproducing the characteristics of ethnically defined pottery
traditions instead of making conscious choices about how pots are designed.
Duarte's presumptions here reflect regional archaeologists' general lack of
interest in pottery production as an economic activity requiring technical skill,
artistic ability, and specialized knowledge. Typically portrayed as a rudimentary,
labor-intensive and "domestic" technology, the local ceramic industry is
feminized and thus consigned to a secondary, supportive role in historical
processes. 19 According to Martin Hall, decorative patterns in pottery were "not just a matter of 
applying design in the light of tradition" but a deliberate symbolic system through which 
householders involved in networks of "reciprocal obligation" (principally in the form of grain 
exchanges) would "simultaneously signify and reaffirm their mutual connectedness." 20 Even 
that provocative claim fails to acknowledge that this activity was gendered and that women's 
decisions may have had important repercussions for the boundaries of political, economic, and 
ethnic communities in the past.

 15

Second, by interpreting pottery sherds exclusively as the leavings of outsider/immigrant groups, 
Duarte ignores or downplays the possibility of indigenous pottery production, despite 
considerable oral, environmental, and documentary evidence that Massingir and neighboring 
areas (including Magude) have had their own ceramic industries for centuries. Another study 
Duarte cites, that examines nineteenth-century pottery remnants found at two former Gaza 
Nguni capitals, achieves the same effect by concluding that dissimilarities in the pottery's design 
mean that historians cannot use this form of evidence to trace the cultural or social impact of a 
conquering population. 21 Yet the dissimiliarities are in fact extremely suggestive, for if
immigrant Nguni women did not impose their own pottery traditions on local women, or if local
women who married Nguni men chose not to adopt their conquerors' material culture (as, most
evidence indicates, they did not adopt their language), then we have a very complex picture of
gendered interethnic relations and cultural transmission to explain. Archaeological mappings that
construct this region as a terrain of passage rather than of production and of stasis rather than of
action—and that treat pots as vessels manufactured by women who are non-agentic,
non-innovative, dependent members of male-dominated social groups—obscure the heart of the
very historical process they are trying to understand: the diffusion of distinct pottery styles
across vast distances and over centuries. In so doing, they neglect such fascinating questions as
the dynamic relationship between geographically extensive pottery traditions and women's
self-conscious constructions of community, ethnicity, and "culture region." More specifically, they
map Magude as a feminized landscape whose past neither archaeologists nor historians need to
bother investigating, and they cast women as peripheral to (if not invisible in) movements of
social and cultural change.

Travelers' Maps: Conquering Wilderness and Flirting with "Natives" 

 

If Magude emerges as a no-(wo)man's land in archaeological maps, travelers' maps—produced
through the writings and drawings of European hunters, traders, adventurers, and

explorers—paint a more complex picture of the Magude area, particularly in
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. As other scholars have pointed out,
Europe's geographical mission in Africa in this period laid the groundwork for
colonization, not merely through the acquisition of knowledge about
topography, environment, and peoples, but by enabling European
governments and publics to imagine the African landscape (with its
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opportunities for heroism, commerce, and Christian civilization) in more detailed and more
compelling ways. 22 Cartographic knowledge wielded enormous imaginative power in 
post-Enlightenment Europe precisely because of its scientific pretensions and of the political 
imperative they implied: 

Map-making became the servant of colonial plunder, for the knowledge 
constituted by the map both preceded and legitimized the conquest of territory. 
The map is a technology of knowledge that professes to capture the truth about a 
place in pure, scientific form, operating under the guise of scientific exactitude and 
promising to retrieve and reproduce nature exactly as it is. As such, it is also a 
technology of possession, promising that those with the capacity to make such 
perfect representations must also have the right of territorial control. 23

 

Yet travelers' maps were as imaginative in character as they were in effect—spun of desire,
dreams, and illusion on the one hand and, on the other, of fear and uncertainty (and often
downright discomfort). Whatever their scientific claims, their creators were charting "virgin" lands
with an eye to the sensibilities of audiences at home, their gaze formed by gender and class
ideologies, national identity, and an awareness that they were defining the territorial possibilities
of empire. 24

 

From an early date, European men of diverse origins and vocations began to express an interest 
in reaching or at least traversing the Magude area. Initially, they were inspired by experiences of 
trade and settlement elsewhere in southern Africa and by ambitions related to the unique 
potential of Delagoa Bay as a conduit for international commerce and a gateway to the fabled 
mineral wealth of "Monomotapa." 25 During the second half of the sixteenth century, the 
Portuguese established a commercial presence at the Bay and along the mouths of the major 
rivers (including the Nkomati) that emptied into it, hoping eventually to win control over the 
trade in ivory, gold, and copper that Africans carried overland and by river in small quantities 
from the interior. 26 The Nkomati River quickly earned a reputation as hazardous and 
impenetrable: As early as the 1550s, the Sao Benedicto was shipwrecked only a few kilometers 
inland from its mouth, leaving Manuel de Sousa Sepulveda, his wife and children, and most of 
his crew to perish in the "wilderness" from illness and starvation. 27 It was not until the 1720s, 
when the Dutch occupied Delagoa Bay, that Europeans wrote of efforts to tackle the river again, 
this time because information gathered from African traders led the Dutch to believe that the 
Nkomati led directly to Monomotapa's gold. Two expeditions that decade failed to get more than 
50 miles upriver. The river was too shallow in places, its bed too studded with sandbars, its 
waters too full of hippos and crocodiles, and its banks too fiercely watched by hostile "natives" 
for the Dutch crews to risk attempting to follow it to its source. However, Dutch interest in the 
Nkomati as a route to the interior persisted, and for the remaining years of their presence at 
Delagoa Bay they pondered its navigational challenges and probable geographic extent and 
grilled African travelers who arrived there about the routes they had taken, the peoples they had 
passed, and the natural resources they had noticed along the way. 28

 20
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European fantasies about the riches lying at the origins of the Nkomati assumed an even more 
mythical quality in the later eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, as the prospect of 
reaching it from Delagoa Bay seemed increasingly remote. Austrian merchants who plied the 
river in small boats managed to push the limits of European trade contacts further inland by the 
1780s. They returned with tales of a great king, sovereign of all other African rulers in the 
region, who possessed many lands, great power, and vast stores of ivory supplied by African 
porters who regularly delivered tusks to him from the highlands to the west. 29 British traders
and hunters who attempted to navigate further upriver in the mid-nineteenth century were
prevented from doing so by the Portuguese, as the battle for commercial supremacy at Delagoa
Bay—and over suppression of the slave trade—heated up. 30 Yet two subsequent Portuguese 
voyages hoping to reach the river's source turned back, well before achieving their destination 
and at least 30 miles downriver from the present limits of Magude district. 31 In fact, although 
d'Oliveira (writing in the early 1870s) refers to the claims of other travelers that the Nkomati 
was navigable through the Lebombo mountains and as far as the Zoutpansberg in the northern 
Transvaal, no Europeans are on record as having got even as far the Magude area until 1891, 
and then only because the Portuguese crew slid into the river far enough upstream, at the 
Nkomati's confluence with the Sabié River to the southwest, that they could sail with little
difficulty downriver past Magude and to the coast. 32 Tense confrontations with African
inhabitants (or the desire to avoid them) were sometimes cited as the
reason for aborted voyages, as were illness, inadequate provisions, and
inclement weather. However, travelers in their narratives highlighted the
treacherous river itself as their most formidable opponent. The publicized
debate about the Nkomati's precise course and the bewildering array of
names used to refer to it throughout this time—Uncomogazi, Comati,
Manyissa, Uhlwandle, King George's, and Espirito Santo, to list a
few—reflect its status in the imaginations of Europeans who huddled around
Delagoa Bay harbor, wondering what the unfriendly serpentine waters were hiding from them.
33

 

The Magude area itself does not seem to have been reached by Europeans on foot, or mapped 
on paper, until the late 1830s, when Louis Trigardt led the first successful European overland trip 
from the Transvaal to Delagoa Bay. An ambitious extension of the Great Trek, this expedition 
had as its primary objective the opening of an independent trade route to the sea for the newly 
established voortrekker republics. 34 Trigardt and most other members of his party who survived 
the journey died of malaria or sleeping sickness soon after their arrival in Lourenço Marques.

Trigardt's diary provided the earliest written observations of the Lebombos and 
made a critical contribution to later European forays into the area. 35 For
unknown reasons, though, Trigardt's entries became unusually terse
immediately after he crossed the Lebombos into the western borderlands of
what would later be Magude district; and we learn little from this part of his
narrative except that he visited the kraals of two chiefs along the "Wanetzi"
River, shot at hippos, spied on elephants, watched his cattle die, and noted a
few species of local vegetation. Even Trigardt's route map changes abruptly east
of the "Bombo Hills," depicting only major rivers and the course his party

followed—drawn as a virtual beeline through blank space—along the Nkomati to Lourenço
Marques.

 

Between the time of Trigardt's journey in the late 1830s and Portugal's occupation of southern 
Mozambique in the 1890s, a number of European overland expeditions circled around and 
occasionally crossed the area north and west of the Nkomati bend. Embarking from the 
Transvaal, Natal, or Portuguese settlements at Inhambane and Delagoa Bay, European men 
driven by visions of adventure, profit, and conquest made their slow and perilous way across the 
lands bounded by the Save River on the north, the Tugela River on the south, Lydenburg on the 
west, and the Indian Ocean on the east. The earliest of these journeys, from the 1850s to the 
1870s, were undertaken by British and Portuguese hunter-traders in search of ivory (and 
sometimes gold), particularly in the region of the Lebombos and the Zoutpansberg, where João
Albasini, a Portuguese commercial hunter and gun- and slave-trader and aspiring state-builder 
from Lourenço Marques, had established a settlement on the fringes of Boer society and beyond
the reach of the Swazi and Gaza Nguni states. 36 With their eyes usually trained on both "wild 
game" and evidence of African involvement in the coastal trade, these men sought in part to 
map the land and river networks along which valuable commodities were being (or could be) 
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moved between the interior and Portuguese-controlled ports. Some also devoted considerable 
effort to charting and evaluating natural resources (water, soils, minerals, flora, and fauna) as 
well as disease (human and animal), hazardous or difficult aspects of the terrain, and other 
potential obstacles to European movement. Not surprisingly, when African people figure in these 
accounts, it is typically either as "Kaffir" members of expedition parties or as another feature of 
the landscape that Europeans had to negotiate in passing.

From about 1870 on, sportsmen preoccupied with trails of animal spoor and entrepreneurial 
hunters concerned with profit were increasingly replaced by professional explorers focused, for 
the twin purposes of commerce and science, on determining the exact names and latitudinal 
locations of strategic elements of the region's geography. 37 These mappings, which were 
produced by men who considered themselves civil servants of imperial governments, described 
the position and contents of African settlements in greater detail and classified their inhabitants 
carefully according to "tribe" and political allegiance. In part, these efforts aimed at evaluating 
the economic potential and governability of the natives as future colonial subjects. However, 
understanding native politics became especially important in the 1880s and early 1890s, when 
British and Portuguese competition for southern Mozambique intensified and the Portuguese in 
particular, in their endeavor to wrest from Ngungunyana's hands the control over the region's 
population and resources, turned their attention to discovering the fault lines in Gaza Nguni 
power. 38 This task required explorers to ascertain the identity, influence, and loyalty of 
Ngungunyana's subordinate chiefs and to interpret popular attitudes toward Nguni overlords, 
with the result that travelers' mappings for this period are thick with creatively rendered African 
place-names and chiefdoms but also with social commentary suggesting that Gaza rule was 
neither as happy nor as firmly rooted as its spokesmen pretended it to be. As a result, 
travel-roughened European men appear oddly sensitive to signs of illness and 
famine among Africans, to sightings of "Amatonga" 39 captives and refugees
(above all when they were women and children), and to the ways in which
indigenous peoples displayed differences or commonalities of ethnic identity
among themselves. Body decorations such as tattoos, pierced ears, hairstyles,
and dress, along with diet and such aspects of material culture as architecture
provided these imperial cartographers with convenient indicators of cultural
persistence (or resistance, the only other option they recognized) in subject
populations—evidence, they believed, that such people might readily be
convinced to become Portuguese or British instead.

 

In this age of overland travel, the area of present-day Magude district was not itself a 
destination of Europeans, and its depiction in visual maps did not change much between 
Trigardt's day and the final decade of the nineteenth century. Circled around or quickly passed 

through, it continued to be drawn as a blank space bounded on the west by 
the Lebombos and crisscrossed simply by rivers and the trails blazed by 
European explorers. If any part of it consistently interested these men, it was 
the dominant physical features that today define the district's edges: the 
Nkomati River and its major affluents, with their practical value as commercial 
transport routes and symbolic importance as openings to the interior; and the 
Lebombo mountains, a rugged and liminal "frontier" terrain beyond the reach 
of Portuguese, Boer, and British influence but through which all three groups 
hoped eventually to build wagon roads and railways. Within these limits, 

however, empty spaces were not terra incognita, which is what some 
scholars have assumed the blanks on colonial maps represented; they were 
not perilous "margins and thresholds," "reminders of the failure of 
knowledge and hence the tenuousness of possession." 40 In the case of
Magude, empty spaces between rivers and mountains signified land that, as
far as whites were concerned, was both barely inhabited and practically
uninhabitable—wild and dangerous ("a hunter's elysium"), 41 infested with 
tsetse fly ("a pestilential place"), 42 alternating between monotonous sandy plains and rocky 
hills bristling with thorn trees 43 and so ill-favored that much of it was left, at least for a time, as 
a boundary zone between territories of Swazi and Gaza Nguni tribute-taking. 44 According to 
travelers' mappings, it was a place that both scorned and justified European conquest. While it 
was desolate and unruly, though, it also had strategic value, and, while it was believed to be 
thinly settled, it was home to the "Cossa" people, whose leaders by the 1890s were appealing 
to the Portuguese for an alliance that would strengthen them against Ngungunyana. In turn, the 
Portuguese looked to the "Cossa" as their only hope for tapping into the dynamic trade 

 25
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economy of the Lebombo/Zoutpansberg triangle. 45

Yet it was the gendered quality of travelers' cartography of southern Mozambique that made the
argument for European colonization here so compelling—and that made it possible to imagine
transforming the Magude area from marginal wilderness into mastered terrain. African women
are sprinkled throughout narrative mappings of this region in a number of revealing symbolic
roles. They are the fetchers of food and drink for European visitors, the tenders of native
gardens, diggers in the soil for roots and gatherers of wild fruit in times of famine. Thus bound
to the soil and the provision of sustenance, women blend into travelers' constructions of the
natural landscape, as passive and disconnected from history as the "bush" itself. Yet at the
same time they domesticate the wildnerness, transforming it into a place where white men
might live in relative material comfort and emotional safety. 46 As bearers of tattoos, decorative 
ornaments, and dress, women also served for Europeans as key signifiers of ethnic divisions, 
notably between the Gaza Nguni "invaders" and their "Amatonga" subjects. 47 Just as, in
European eyes, women were necessary to tame the wilderness, political domination of one tribe
over another was believed to be inscribed on women's bodies. Thus a local woman who did not
adopt Nguni fashions of dress or personal adornment was presumed to still identify with her own
people rather than with her conquerors. In this respect, European interest in "Vatua" (Nguni)
marriage patterns hints at another way in which women's bodies were metaphorically associated
with the field of conquest. Portuguese writers in particular liked to point out that "the Vatua has
great contempt for women outside his race" and that, because Nguni men would marry only
"pure Nguni" women, "the Vatuas are very few and the Ma-changana are very many." In
Portuguese eyes, this practice was a source of vulnerability for the Gaza state. On the one hand,
it meant that the Nguni ruling class remained a tiny minority in numerical terms; on the other
hand, it convinced them that Gaza hegemony was fundamentally incomplete—that, by failing to
engage with (or incorporate) their female subjects in the domains of family, sexuality, and
everyday life, male members of the Gaza elite had failed to lay the social groundwork necessary
for enduring political power. 48

 

Finally, in travelers' narrative mappings of southern Mozambique, women are emblematic of the 
suffering and peculiarly African forms of tyranny from which European colonization was supposed 
to save the continent. As casualties of drought and famine, women are portrayed as uniquely 
vulnerable to the region's harsh environment. 49 As refugees fleeing from Gaza marauders, as
widows of executed "Amatonga" men sent by Ngungunyana to establish villages in the
wilderness, or as captives sold to Muslim and "Banyan" traders to serve as wives or
"prostitutes," women appear as the helpless victims of cruel (and often depraved) male
oppressors—a category that occasionally also includes Europeans, such as when St. Vincent
Erskine takes a group of women hostage in order to induce a local man to accompany them as
guide. 50 And in one allegory-like passage, describing a "dark night" scene in which a male 

"witch doctor" treats a female patient by accusing the "old women" in the 
all-female audience of casting an evil eye at her, a Portuguese traveler 
suggests that women are at the mercy of "savage" indigenous customs as 
well. 51 Thus in what the Comaroffs have aptly called the "moral
geography" of imperial exploration, travelers also mapped southern 
Mozambique in a way that "cleared the ethical ground for . . . colonialism," 

52 but in starkly gendered colors suggesting that what was most in need of European salvation 
was also distinctly feminine.

 

Significantly, images of women are very different in the two existing examples of travelers' 
writing from near present-day Magude district itself. Roughly ten years and perhaps twenty 
miles separated the arrival of Diocleciano Fernandes das Neves, a Portuguese ivory hunter en 
route to the Transvaal, and that of James Frederick Elton, a British civil servant and explorer, 
along the Nkomati River at a large village that each man believed was chief "Magud's" capital in 
the land known to them as Cossine. 53 Magudzu Khosa, according to oral traditions recorded by
early Portuguese administrators (see below), belonged to at least the ninth generation of Khosa
immigrants to dominate the lands and autochthonous peoples between the Mazimhlopes River
and the Nkomati, including the area within the district's current boundaries, since the
mid-eighteenth century. By the time of these visits, in 1860 and 1870 respectively, Magudzu
had achieved such power that he was considered a "great chief" by Europeans and carried
sufficient weight in regional politics that his military alliance with Mzila against Mawewe—the two
warring sons of Soshangane in the Gaza succession war of 1858-62—was an important factor
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 das Neves excerpt

(along with Portuguese-supplied weapons) in the former's victory. 54

Neither das Neves nor Elton met Chief Magudzu himself. Despite the rather tense political 
climate and the discrepancies of time and place, these two travelers recorded similar impressions 
of Magudzu's domain in which women were symbolically crucial actors, helping to define not 
only the visitors' understanding of geography but also the gendered terms on which the area 
was deemed accessible to Europeans. Das Neves narrates his sojourn here as a series of 
pleasantly surprising encounters between himself and "the natives," in a setting he describes as 
a town laid with streets and avenues and richly provisioned to accommodate his party. In nearly 
all of these encounters, women function as intermediaries of some kind, instrumental to his 
reception by the community and to the relationship he forges with local authorities. As in the 
following passage, women are also implicitly sexualized and are represented as markers of 
European commercial and cultural influence through their desire to possess imported 
commodities, again, for purposes of bodily decoration:

 

As soon as it grew dark, and I lit a candle, a perfect legion of native women 
appeared at the door of my hut. This troop of African beauties was headed by four 
lovely matrons, who entered first, and then all the rest followed, until my hut was 
full. Some of these negresses were perfectly lovely; tall, lithe, and of extreme 
elegance of form, a merry smile lighting up their eyes. They commenced to 
question me very minutely, examining my hair, which they thought very smooth, 
and at last they asked me for missanga [beads]. I gave each of the wives of the 
chief a bunch of beads, and four rows to every girl. They thanked me in a graceful 
manner, and went away clapping their hands and laughing, in what I thought 
derisive uproar. 55

 30

At other moments, women arrive laden with food from the chief, so das 
Neves does not have to trade for provisions; an elderly woman stops to 
thank him personally for killing the hippo that had been destroying their 
crops; and das Neves pleases the "ugly" chief immensely by admiring the beauty of his 
youngest wife. There are no passive, miserable, or "savage" women in this account; in das 
Neves' view, "Magud's" is inhabited by "pretty native ladies" who sing and dance tastefully at 
midnight "balls," who are not afraid to ask for gifts (or to mock the giver), and who are 
unfailingly polite and friendly to mulungu (white) strangers. They make his stay pleasurable 
and, in terms of his commercial objectives, quite successful, simply (according to his narrative) 
by feeding, visiting, and flirting with him, and by publicly interpreting his actions as overtures of 
kindness rather than as paternalism or exploitation.
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Women do not occupy as prominent a place in Elton's more brief description of his visit. 
However, Elton's account of a hippo-shooting in the Nkomati is remarkably similar to das 
Neves': the armed white man establishes his popularity among local people by killing the huge 
beast and then allowing them to divide and consume the carcass among themselves. And in a 
summary reviewing his travels, Elton also comments on the unusual assertiveness of the women 
of Khoseni: "At Magud's we were besieged and annoyed by women, who came down to our 
camp after the men had retired for the night." 56 In an area otherwise portrayed as disorderly
and unappealing, the common elements in the narratives of these two travelers are extremely
important in the mapping of "Magud's" as a place open—even hospitable—to European
colonization, in large part because of how the authors gender the landscape. European men win
over the natives by taming the wilderness (in the shape of a hippo) and transforming it into a
community feast, thus appropriating roles usually assigned to African women, and the women
themselves not only exhibit signs of European "civilization" in their behavior and material culture
but also court contact with imperial travelers and aggressively try to negotiate the visitors'
presence to personal advantage. If, in the genre of mapping to which these two accounts
belong, women are symbolically associated with territory targeted for colonization and the
incorporation (or bodily inscription) of women is essential to the success of a political project,
then the women at "Magud's" appear to be simultaneously marking and mediating the
boundaries of imminent imperial conquest—in a very powerful way, legitimizing (because tacitly
asking for) European colonial rule. While these particular mappings of Magude represent women
as willful and consequential historical actors, and thus very different from the voiceless victims of
other travelers' accounts from southern Mozambique, they also reduce the women of Magude to
clamoring admirers of all things European, easily persuaded to abandon their own communities
and traditions for jewelry, hippopotamus meat, and the white men who deliver them. 57

Colonizers' Maps: Circumscribing, Peopling, and Profiting from "Magude"

 

Magude does not appear in its present-day form in archaeologists' or travelers' mappings of the 
region; and as the foregoing discussion suggests, it is difficult today to reconstruct how the 
peoples who inhabited this area before the twentieth century would have defined the spatial 
unit(s) to which they and their histories belonged. Whether we highlight trade, politics, or

topography, territorial identity here seems stubbornly ambiguous in the
precolonial period, for African communities here were oriented toward both
the coast and the Transvaal, east-west river networks and north-south
mountain chains, Portuguese and South African whites, local chiefs and
invader-kings. Moreover, these mapmakers' perceptions of African
landscapes were structured by assumptions about gender (and race) in

ways that particularly obscure not only women's understandings of spatial organization but also
the social, cultural, or political communities within which women might have located their lives.
If we rely only on these maps, perhaps all we can state with confidence is that local mappings
of the Magude area prior to colonial conquest were still largely independent of European
influence despite the increasing intrusion of imperial exploration and commerce in Africans'
midst. Even Portuguese travelers on the eve of colonization—conducting topographic surveys to
determine the penetrability of the interior by river and to demarcate the international border
between Moçambique colony and the Transvaal—found in the Lebombos Africans who "did not
know whether they were Boer or Portuguese" and women traveling westward through the hills
(across the very boundary the white men were creating) in search of ochre for painting their
hair. 58

 

The space now known as Magude is a colonial invention, created by Portuguese officials after 
1895 as part of a cartographic project "to legitimise the reality of conquest and empire . . ., [to] 
create myths which would assist in the maintenance of the territorial status quo" of colonial 
overrule. 59 Like all mappings of colonization, those which first brought Magude into being were
explicit expressions of power, more direct, arbitrary, and ambitious than any produced for this
area before. Yet, to a very great extent, early colonial maps of this part of Mozambique were
also exercises in illusion and fantasy, their excessive thoroughness and attention to detail
proportional to the tenuousness of Portuguese control on the ground. Indeed, colonizers'
mappings of Magude—whether narrative, pictorial, or (in a third category typical of this genre)
numeric—embodied visions of domination that did not always correspond to existing
relationships between Europeans and Africans or reflect the state of Portuguese knowledge
about lands purportedly occupied and populations allegedly conquered or lured to the Portuguese
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side. Needing to demonstrate to other imperial powers, to themselves, and to their African
subjects the firmness of their possession, the value of the territory they had acquired, and the
legitimacy of their governance, Portuguese colonial mapmakers turned from charting the
physical terrain to documenting information about the social, political, and economic
landscape—everything they needed to establish or create the impression of a functioning
administration. Their efforts were supplemented (and often surpassed) by the cartographic
labors of Swiss missionaries and other European settlers, whose own ambitions of Christian
conversion or commercial gain required that they too develop representational systems for
organizing colonized places, for getting to know the natives in ways that would best facilitate the
operation of their own forms of power. Not surprisingly, then, colonizers' maps tended to be as
variable as the peoples they were striving to rule—and as profoundly shaped by intersecting
European and African gender ideologies.

In chronological terms, the earliest colonial mappings for Magude charted Portuguese military 
and political conquest and the ensuing imposition of colonial administrative structures. For 
southern Mozambique in general, maps of conquest produced during the 1890s highlighted 
Portuguese military campaigns and the sites of strategic defeats of Ngungunyana's forces. 
Where armed conquest was not necessary, as among the chiefdoms along
the upper Nkomati, the publication of "treaties of vassalage" served as
stakes marking the frontier of "effective occupation"—demanded by
European participants in the Berlin Conference of 1884-85 as a precondition
for recognizing imperial claims to African territory—as the Portuguese moved
this frontier north and westward toward the Lebombo hills. Vassal chiefdoms
were the building blocks of a colonial administration, grouped together first
under the authority of military posts and then into circumscriptions and
districts that were assigned to Portuguese officials and within which
appointed African chiefs (régulos) were to serve as frontline agents of colonial government, 
conscripting labor and collecting taxes, and replaced or eliminated when necessary to ensure the 
continued functioning of the system. 60 In November 1895, a few short weeks after the
Portuguese army's final routing of Gaza forces at the Battle of Coolela, one such treaty of
vassalage was signed by the fifteen-year-old chief Xongela Khosa—one of Magudzu's youngest
sons, chosen as his successor after the death of the "great chief" in 1885. Although European 

accounts of Xongela's actions at this time are not entirely consistent and hint 
at complex behind-the-scenes dynamics for which we have no direct 
evidence, it is clear that the boy felt considerable pressure from his mother 
and uncle-regent Mafavaze to accept vassal status in order to secure 
Portuguese protection from Ngungunyana's armies, which were increasingly 
threatening Khoseni after tensions developed between Mafavaze and the 
new Gaza ruler. 61 Because of the size of the territory then under Khosa rule,
this area was constituted as a military post and then a circumscription on its
own—first called Cossine and later, following the incorporation of additional

chiefdoms, Magude, after the Khosa chief with whom the Portuguese had first had direct contact 
and with whose personal authority they associated this strategically valuable area.

 35

Negotiations with Afrikaner leaders in the Transvaal and their British successors produced another 
kind of conquest map relevant to Magude: boundary treaties and surveyors' reports demarcating 
the outer limits of Portuguese territory through the Lebombos. In a second, administrative 
category of colonizers' mappings of Magude, censuses, 62 circumscription 
reports, 63 and officially documented chiefly genealogies 64 were intended 
to organize access to the resources of conquered and marked African 
spaces, enabling the Portuguese to collect taxes, enforce laws, round up 
labor, and regulate the movements of the colonized population. For the 
most part, because these maps were structured around their authors' 
typically shaky understanding of local political arrangements, and because 
Portuguese officials were preoccupied with substantiating their claim to be 
governing through indigenous hierarchies headed by all-powerful chiefs, administrative mappings 
of early colonial Magude tended to foreground the ruling credentials of appointed régulos and 
their subordinates and to have little to say about the rest of the population. Swiss Presbyterian 
missionaries, who extended their evangelizing campaign from the northern Transvaal into the 
Magude area in the 1880s, generated much richer information about the residents of Cossine in 
this respect. The Swiss, who authored very detailed pictorial maps of Magude during the early 
colonial period, represented their record of Christian conquest through the progress of their 
cartographic knowledge of the region, focusing primarily on the physical locations and clan 
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identities of African communities situated near mission stations and along European travel 
routes. 65 African men (and, rarely, women) were more centrally involved in the creation of 

these maps than in the maps of nineteenth-century travelers: Censuses 
depended on tallies provided by village headmen; chiefly genealogies 
depended on oral traditions solicited from male elders; and knowledge of 
footpaths and of the distribution of clans depended on the cooperation of 
everyone from chiefs to the ordinary inhabitants of the countryside. Yet 
greater African participation in the mapmaking efforts of early colonizers 
seems often to have made the task more difficult rather than less, since, as 

Europeans learned more about the complexity of indigenous politics and culture, they had 
difficulty forcing this knowledge into the limited concepts and categories their governments 
provided. As one frustrated Portuguese official stationed in Cossine complained to the governor 
of Lourenço Marques district in 1897, after being told to count the régulos under his authority: 

Permit me, Your Excellency . . . to point out the word régulo in the first column. 
This name on its own only applies to all the little villages or lands in which the 
region I govern can be divided. Practice tells me that the régulo doesn't govern, 
but only orders: to govern, he has his indunas [subchiefs, counselors], chefes de 
terra or as we say regedores. How can I show this in the . . . [first] column, 
where I can only write the name of the régulo? . . . 66

 

Nonetheless, colonial administrative cartography, whether produced by 
Portuguese officials or Swiss missionaries, had more tangible effects on Africans' 
lives than did previous forms of mapping, and helped to transform European 
dreams of political and spiritual domination into the everyday realities of rule 
even in the face of strong African opposition. Conquest and administrative 
mappings of Cossine/Magude circumscription reveal that this area lived up to its 
earlier reputation as an unruly frontier zone whose inhabitants did not succumb 
easily to colonial space discipline, whether in the form of new place-names and 
boundary lines or of systems for counting, coding, and fixing the location of 
colonial subjects. The 1897 uprising led by Maguiguana Khosa depended on the participation of 
some sympathetic chiefs in Cossine, and reached its tragic climax with Maguiguana's execution 
in the remote northwest corner of the circumscription. For the Portuguese, the gravity of this 

belated challenge to colonial rule is reflected in the relatively large number of 
histories and graphic mappings of this event that portray Mousinho de 
Albuquerque's military campaign against Maguiguana as a heroic, divinely 
predestined quest pitting Portuguese soldiers against hunger, illness, 
treacherous terrain, deceitful Africans, and, finally, a "dense forest" in which the 
great Gaza warrior is found "cowering" alone in a tree. 67
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 Albuquerque excerpt
Continuing political unrest in the area after 1897, the flight of the 
Khosa chief Xipissana (Xongela's sister and successor) to the Transvaal 
in 1904, and the subsequent fragmenting of Cossine into nineteen tiny 
regulados prefigured the kind of instability that was to characterize administrative mappings of 
Magude throughout the colonial period. Literally from the moment of their arrival until their 
displacement in the mid-1970s, Portuguese officials struggled to make sense of local politics in 
Magude, especially in the communities along the border, and to maximize their control over the 
area by continually tinkering with its administrative organization and placement within the colony 
as a whole. During the early years, circumscription administrators battled official disorganization 
and ignorance (repeatedly having to write to Lourenço Marques with pleas for maps outlining
their jurisdictions), rivalry among African political authorities (who, according to Portuguese 
documents, could never agree on the boundaries of their own territories), and tensions 
stemming from uncertainties within the colonial government itself, principally the ongoing 
confusion over the proper location of the line separating Lourenço Marques and Gaza military
districts, a line that ran somewhere through the smaller chiefdoms north of Cossine. Regulados

were eliminated, added, or redefined; Magude circumscription was passed back
and forth between Lourenço Marques and Gaza districts (transferred in 1946 to
Gaza, then in 1970 back to Lourenço Marques); and, between 1945 and 1974,
colonial officials wrote numerous reports trying to pin down the territorial extent,
population, and influence of Magude's chiefs—especially, again, in the poorly
regulated hilly strip along the border. 68

 

Xipissana's flight from Magude was prototypical in another way as well, for 
colonial administrative cartography often feminized its instability. On the one 
hand, administrative mapmakers represented African authority structures, social 
systems, and economies as thoroughly male-dominated, in large part because 
European assumptions dovetailed with the gender ideologies of their male 
African informants. On the other hand, because the responsibilities of African 
women for food production and family life were critical both to Portuguese plans 
to redirect male energies into the colonial economy and to Swiss plans to 
disseminate Christianity through male African evangelists, it was extremely 
important that women behave in what colonizers believed an appropriately submissive manner, 
and it was deeply worrisome when they showed themselves to possess any degree of 
independence. Thus Pedro Mesquito de Pimental, nearing the end of his long tenure as 
administrator of Magude circumscription (a period during which he was also, according to elderly 
interviewees, living with a local woman in common-law marriage), articulated the perceived 
connection between the weakness of colonial government and African gender relations in an 
impassioned critique of the Portuguese regime for neglecting to codify "customary law":

 40

The fact is that we do not have . . . a "native law" that would subject their habits 
to the administration of justice. . . . For the native, while this state of things 
endures, there is no legal principle that indicates the solution [for a specific 
problem], it is the heart of the Chief that will resolve it according to his way of 
thinking. . . . The discipline that exists today within the native family, is of no 
account. The chief of the village, which is the base of native society, does not 
have the least authority over his [people], starting with his wives. Also there is no 
penal sanction for the disrespectful or disobedient. From here [you see] a series of 
complaints, which take time uselessly, and the impossibility of demanding from 
the village chiefs the rigorous fulfillment of the many duties that are imposed on 
them by law, in their capacity as native authorities. . . . 69
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 Grandjean excerpt

Especially troublesome in European eyes, and prominent in narrative forms of administrative 
mapping throughout the colonial period, were two categories of women. One consisted of

female chiefs, male chiefs' mothers and first wives, female spirit mediums, and
other women who enjoyed traditional forms of political or social influence. The
other category consisted of women whose lives did not conform to European
notions of traditional female behavior—women, for example, who traded and
drank wine at Banyan (Indian) shops, had sexual relationships with white
settlers, or migrated to work on white-owned plantations. As elsewhere on the
continent, where European officials were bewildered by the unwillingness of
African women to conform to colonial notions of proper ladylike comportment,
women appear in these sources as potential dishevelers of systems the

Portuguese developed to circumscribe the territory and population of Magude and as moral
threats to the Swiss evangelization campaign and to the spiritual integrity of African converts. 70
Indeed, oral accounts of Maguiguana's tragic end make a point of evoking European uneasiness
about—and desire to eliminate—the powers of Magude's women at the moment of Khoseni's
final defeat by the forces of colonization: Mousinho de Albuquerque, interviewees recalled,
forced Maguiguana's mother to carry the slain rebel's severed head over roughly 100 kilometers
of harsh terrain, from the site of his murder to the colonial command post at Magude town. It is
difficult to imagine a more cruel example of either the manifestation of European gender fears
or the feminization of colonial conquest in Africa. 71

 

Colonizers' maps also took the form of ethnographic cartography, a category in which Magude's 
position was similarly pivotal and ambivalent. Yet whereas administrative mapping sought to 
identify (male) individuals at the apex of African political structures in order to redefine them as 
instruments of Portuguese rule, the objective of ethnographic mapping was to people the 
colonized landscape: to name the clans or tribes living within Magude's borders, draw boundaries 
around the physical space each group supposedly occupied, and study the "customs and habits" 
characteristic of each. Produced by both Portuguese officials and Swiss missionaries, 
ethnographic mappings thus divided colonial subjects according to distinctions based on 
everything from religious and political ritual to kinship systems, material culture, language, song, 
and dance. 72 As part of their effort to solidify power over Africans by disaggregating them, the 
creators of these maps initially emphasized differences between immigrant and indigenous clans, 
between Nguni and "Tsonga," and among the various subgroups of the Tsonga "race," of which 
the "Djonga" (including the Khosa clan) were said to be the most true and were particularly 
associated with the Magude area. 73 However, a mapping strategy that at first drew attention to
historic linkages between Magude and South Africa and that ranked "native races" according to
ethnocentric notions of purity, technological sophistication, and ancestral origins was eventually
overshadowed by a cartography more narrowly focused on the peculiar race dynamics of
Mozambique's colonial society. From the 1930s on, Portuguese anthropologists became
increasingly preoccupied, on the one hand, with "miscegenation," as sexual unions among
Africans, Europeans, and Asians began to transform the demographic landscape and to
complicate previous official racial and ethnic categories and, on the other hand, with
"detribalization," as mission education and wage labor fostered social and cultural
changes—above all in marriage and family relationships and in notions of political
identity—whose long-term significance to colonial rule was not lost on European officials or
scholars. 74

 

Ethnographic mappings constructed Magude in a number of contradictory ways. First, an 
increasing identification of Magude with the Khosa clan both homogenized this culturally diverse 
area and naturalized the relationship between ethnicity and geographic space, denying the long 
history of population mobility that is foregrounded in archaeologists', travelers', and even early 
administrative maps. 75 Second, colonial ethnographers stereotyped the Khosa as a model tribe, 
remarkable among the peoples of southern Mozambique for preserving the 
power of their chiefs, traditions, and alleged racial purity in the face of Nguni 
conquest and migrant labor. 76 Missionaries, for instance, wrote with some 
respect of the intelligence and cultural cohesion they believed were responsible 
for the strong resistance to Christianity they encountered in Cossine, even while 
complaining about how hard they had to struggle to win (and hold onto) 
converts among the Khosa for the very same reason. 77 Significantly, both

groups of Europeans recognized certain feminine 
"customs" as necessary to their respective colonization projects in 
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Magude. The Portuguese, as noted above, needed women to continue shouldering the bulk of 
the responsibility for farming, in order, above all, to sustain and justify high levels of male 
migrant labor; the Swiss sought to win souls in part by harnessing women's customary talents as
storytellers, educators, healers, and ritual authorities on matters related to birth,
marriage, and death. The preservation of indigenous kinship and family structures
and, in a Christianized form, the institution of marriage were similarly valued as
essential to African social stability; signs of family disintegration—such as rising rates
of divorce or premarital pregnancy—caused profound alarm among colonial officials
and missionaries. 78

Yet the strength of Khosa traditions also worried ethnographic mapmakers, and once again their 
concerns targeted social practices associated with women and behaviors in the realms of 
sexuality and family life. Missionaries in particular (without, apparently, noticing the irony) 
mapped indigenous women in terms of their subjugation to polygynous marriage and lovolo
(bridewealth), their "immoral" fondness for communal drinking and nocturnal "orgies," and their 
stubborn insistence on diagnosing illness and misfortune as symptoms of witchcraft. Together 
with colonial officials, missionaries were also preoccupied with the activities of spirit mediums, 
the majority of whom were female and whose curative powers gave them a degree of social 
influence Europeans were never able to undermine or rival. 79 Certain kinds of narrative
ethnographic mapping thus depicted Magude as a land notorious for sorcerers who were
troublesome in part because they were independent women—a representation that jarred with
pictorial and numeric forms of ethnographic cartography that peopled Magude with orderly,
patriarchal-lineage homesteads under the unitary authority of traditional chiefs.

 45

Finally, the Portuguese colonial state and European settlers mapped Magude as a place rich with 
potential for economic exploitation and capitalist profit. Colonizers' "profit maps" were in one 
sense an extension of travelers' cartography, highlighting geographic features that either 
facilitated or hindered the operations of commerce and locating natural resources that would 
fetch high prices on the world market. On the other hand, these mappings were also expressions 
of a struggling colonial economy, often more accurately reflecting European dreams of a tidy 
racial system of capitalist production and agrarian class relations than the tangled, contested 
reality that most Africans experienced in the course of everyday life. In Magude, profit maps 
interpreted climate patterns, geology, groundwater sources, and plant and animal life with an 
eye to the rich possibilities of commercial farming, hunting, mining, and game preservation. 80
However, in colonizers' eyes, Magude's economic value lay principally in its soils and river 
networks, and these Portuguese technocrats charted with special care. The earliest of these 
maps, dating from the late 1890s, consisted of detailed drawings of the Nkomati River and were 
accompanied by proposals for irrigation schemes whereby white settlers could cultivate such 
lucrative cash crops as sugar, tobacco, and citrus fruits in the fertile alluvial soils along the river's 
banks. As Portuguese authority spread north and west of the Nkomati, the precarious nature of

dryland farming—along with the area's lush grass cover and Africans' own
impressive cattle herds—fueled state and settler interest in the development
of commercial pastoralism. 81 Both spheres of economic opportunity 
required formal arrangements through which Europeans could acquire secure 
property rights to vast tracts of land and thus the introduction to Magude of 
land surveyors, land "concessions," and systematic cadastral mapping.

 

Of all types of colonizers' maps, cadastral maps impinged most directly and disruptively on the
lives of Africans in Magude; at the same time, they were also the most forcefully opposed form
of colonial cartography, especially among communities living farther from the Portuguese
government center in Magude town. Administrative subdivisions could draw invisible boundaries
on the landscape and decide at which government post people had to pay taxes; censuses,
though often half speculation, could claim to know the number, "race," and residential location
of everyone under nominal Portuguese authority; ethnographic taxonomies could describe and
classify African customs as exhaustively as their authors desired. Over time, these
representations of Magude and its inhabitants sometimes took on phenomenological force,
helping to shape—though never determining—how Africans defined themselves and their world.
But cadastral surveys, by carving the land up into unnaturally straight-edged blocks (first on
paper and then, where possible, in the soil itself), assigning (or denying) rights to it in terms of
commercial ownership, and buttressing the lines on these maps with the power of
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state-sanctioned law, sought to transform and appropriate not only control over territorial
organization but the land itself—and thus the foundation of Africans' social organization and
culture. Of the total area of Magude circumscription, more than 90,000 hectares of prime arable 
and pasture land, including every square inch of the alluvial river plains, had 
been formally alienated to European settlers or the colonial state by the end 
of the colonial period. 82 However fanciful—and, in some cases, vigorously
opposed—the lines inscribed on survey maps in the colonial cadastral
register may initially have been, 83 African residents of Magude came to 
accept them as legally fixed, and rarely contested the property rights and 
spread of capitalist agriculture that they signified. In part, the social power

of cadastral maps derived from the "scientific" and purportedly ungendered
(because disembodied) quality of their construction, for by concealing their
human origins and political objectives in the precisely measured straight lines
and quantified areas of their pictorial images, these mappings disavowed the
possibility of change or resistance. They portrayed Magude as a place
consisting of bounded, "owned" patches of profitable land, "native reserves"
set aside for Africans in the most intensely contested areas, and unoccupied
spaces—usually still inhabited by Africans, but only because Europeans
considered these areas either undesirable or pending future alienation.

Historians' Maps: Origins, Destinations, and the Women "Left Behind"

Academic historians, of course, also use and create maps. That we rarely do
so critically means that historians' cartography of Magude is just as
propositional as any of the other maps examined in this chapter. In a way,
historians' mappings may be even more manipulative, because they are
deployed as part of self-consciously interpretive explanations of the past
and harness other people's spatial representations, usually without
acknowledging the interests that underlie them. However esoteric the scholarly context in which
it is produced, academic cartography can wield considerable influence when actors in other
domains (e.g., the state, civil society) seek to learn from or take advantage of historians' expert
knowledge for their own purposes. Indeed, the political nature of historians' maps is never more
apparent than when someone ventures to contradict or revise them or suggests that the silences
they contain obscure dissenting points of view. Thus even though the place now known as
Magude has had little visibility in the mappings of Mozambican historiography, it has still—by
implication—been mapped so thoroughly and convincingly in this literature that I was
occasionally asked why I wanted to study a place whose history was already well known to
Mozambique scholars.

 

Typically, Magude makes a fleeting appearance in scholarly histories of precolonial and colonial 
southern Mozambique. In the precolonial literature, Magude's status is both crucial and slightly 
mysterious in each of the three areas of inquiry that have dominated the field so far. In studies 
of the precolonial trade-and-politics school, historians looking at African chiefdoms near the 
Nkomati River bend have speculated about their role and power in the valuable overland trade 
in minerals and ivory between the Transvaal and the Indian Ocean coast. 84 In work on the
peopling of southern Mozambique (ironically, an academic version of colonizers' ethnographic
cartography, albeit motivated by a different agenda), historians have devoted most of their
attention to the "puzzle" of Tsonga origins, in the process sketching the Magude area—both
narratively and in pictorial maps emblazoned with bold arrows symbolizing each people's
trajectory of migration and settlement —as a place of dynamic population movement,

ethnogenesis, and ethnic change. 85 Troubled, however, by the inconsistencies in 
oral traditions about the precise origins and timing of group migrations and by the 
dearth of supplementary archaeological research to verify oral claims, historians 
have tended to hedge their conclusions for this area with expressions of 
uncertainty and provisional truth, and at no point have they pursued such 
intriguing questions about migration and intermarriage as why so many 
newcomers to the area (e.g., Sotho-speaking Pedi groups circa 1700) 
"abandoned their . . . customs and language, married local women, and became 
'true Tsonga.'" 86
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In writing on the Gaza Nguni state, scholars have similarly fudged their stories where Magude is
concerned, unsure of the exact nature of Khoseni's relationship to the slave- and tribute-taking
polity and reluctant—particularly within the narrative of heroic resistance to Portuguese conquest,
in which Ngungunyana leads a courageous battle to defend African sovereignty—to tackle the
issue of widespread popular resentment of Gaza rulers or of the active opposition to
Ngungunyana on the part of some local chiefs. 87 Indeed, documentary sources suggest that the 
political relationship between Magude-area leaders and Nguni rulers fluctuated fairly dramatically 
throughout the nineteenth century. In 1856, according to Swiss missionary-ethnographer Henri 
A. Junod, the Nguni leader Soshangane launched a military expedition against the Khosa, 
Rikhotso, and Baloyi chiefs (all within the present boundaries of Magude district) because they, 
apparently under João Albasini's influence, wished to switch their allegiance to Dutch-descended
settlers in the Transvaal. 88 After Manukosi's death, however (as noted above), Chief Magudzu 
Khosa lent critical military and diplomatic support to Mzila in his struggle against his brother 
Mawewe in the Gaza succession war of 1858-62, and Magudzu seems to have been regarded 
more as an ally than as a vassal of the Nguni state. Yet when Ngungunyana assumed power
after Mzila's death in 1884, relations with Khosa leaders appear to have soured
as Gaza armies became increasingly rapacious, and Xongela's decision to sign a
treaty of vassalage with the Portuguese in 1895 was clearly guided by a desire to
secure some measure of political autonomy through protection from
Ngungunyana's European rivals. Although the belated anticolonial revolt of
Maguiguana Khosa and his assassination within present-day Magude seem to
have reassured scholars of the area's ultimate loyalty—or subordination—to the
Gaza state, visual maps of the geographic extent of Gaza suzerainty still leave
considerable room for interpretation about the status of the powerful Khosa polity
and Magude-area inhabitants vis-à-vis Nguni rule.

 50

References to Magude also occasionally surface in scholarship on colonial Mozambique as a 
whole, whether as one of many sites where peasants burned cotton seed to avoid the onerous 
demands of forced cotton production 89 or as one of many sources of chibalo (forced labor)
when economic depression, ecological crisis, and a drop in recruitment levels for the South
African mines created a surplus of men who, according to Portuguese definitions, were idle—i.e.,
could be rounded up to work for private or public European concerns. 90 Writing on colonial 
southern Mozambique in particular has long been dominated by studies of male migrant labor, 
and the exploitation and underdevelopment of African peasants in the Sul do Save by the fiscally 
impoverished Portuguese colonial state in alliance with South African mining capital. 91 This
literature devotes most of its investigative effort to migrants' destinations (the mines, factories,
and plantations across the border), and it subsumes Magude—along with the rest of the
populations south of the Save River—as a reserve of oscillating male migrant workers, whose
long-term absences from the countryside are said to leave rural communities emasculated (in
demographic, economic, and social terms) and inadequately maintained by struggling
households headed by the women "left behind." In this sense, and at the broadest level of
generalization, Magude as part of the Sul do Save is implicitly homogenized in historical
arguments about processes of economic differentiation, cash dependence, and rural decline
across the entire labor-exporting region of southern Africa.

 

Even when scholars highlight the ways in which "the origins of migrant labour were . . . rooted
in processes and relationships"—including gender relations—"that were largely internal to the
labour-exporting societies" and urge researchers both to historicize the gendered patterns of
labor migrancy and to recognize women's "creative agency" in developing "new family forms" in
its shadow, 92 gender-sensitive explanations have still tended to represent the lot of rural 
women throughout the region in a uniform way: as wives and mothers who suffer the impact of 
a system whose construction and functioning have nothing to do with them. 93 Basing its
conclusions largely on the writings of colonial anthropologists from the 1920s on, this work
reports such trends as rising rates of divorce, adultery, pre- or extramarital pregnancy,
generational conflict, and the breakdown of sexual morality and indigenous social institutions
and relationships—viewing the latter, ironically, as both tragedy and potential boon for women
who are presumed to have been uniformly oppressed in traditional society. Unfortunately, the
argument goes, "the migrant labor system . . . undermined existing systems of social
organization, [yet] prevented the organic development of alternatives," so that rural women
were "transferred from one system of subordination to another"—from "patriarchal" relations of
production within traditional homesteads to the market-based relations of the colonial-capitalist
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state. 94 That the women themselves might see things another way, might construe changing
marriage and family arrangements in a more positive light, or might be so busy forging affective
communities of other kinds that they did not view shifts in marriage or motherhood patterns in
apocalyptic terms—these are not questions that the region's scholars have felt compelled to ask,
and indeed they have sometimes been explicitly dismissed as naïve and romantic. 95

Within this reductionist political-economy mapping of the region, Magude emerges as slightly 
exceptional for two reasons: its early exposure to mission Christianity, to which historians 
attribute the higher degree of commercial development and peasant prosperity evident there by 
the late colonial period, and its location on one of the major overland migration routes and along 
a weakly controlled section of the international border where thousands of clandestine labor 
migrants crossed every year. 96 Because the Swiss at Antioka were more prolific and organized 
in their record-keeping than were the Portuguese, historians have had access to a rich body of 
written material through which to explore certain aspects of the area's history. So far, however, 
these records have been tapped primarily to understand the origins of male labor migrancy and 
its impact on the rural economy, and there has been little effort to problematize the testimony 
of men and women who were preoccupied, on the one hand, with distinguishing themselves 
from their "brutish" Portuguese colleagues and, on the other hand, with proving their 
determination to overcome Africans' "moral degeneracy" and spiritual "backwardness." The 
Swiss, believing that a life of migrancy only worsened an already deplorable set of cultural 
values and social practices, struggled to dissuade rural men from devoting themselves to it. 
Given that, we should not be surprised that scholars involved in migrant-labor historiography and 
in the limited work dealing with women and agrarian change in southern Mozambique interpret 
women's agricultural innovations, changing gender and family dynamics, and ritual initiatives 
related to the land either as evidence of women's suffering or as forms of female coping with 
migrancy-induced social crisis. 97 Here, we see rural women not only left behind but forced to 
stay behind, chained to their marital home "to ensure the productive and reproductive base of 
the domestic economy that provided migrants with a second source of accumulation, as well as 
a refuge in times of trouble." 98

Maps of Nation-Building, War, and Peace: Reconstructing Magude, 1975-1995

 

Frelimo's final wringing of independence from Portugal, the sixteen-year horror of the Renamo 
war, and most recently the internationally brokered (and financed) restoration of "peace" are 
the three defining events in Mozambique's career as a nation since 1975. All have been painful
and conflict-ridden; all have been analyzed in ways that insist on the
determining power of governments, economies, and ideas beyond
Mozambique's borders to shape—or destroy—the lives of the individuals
within. Understanding mappings of Magude in the context of two decades of
such tumultuous changes is a proportionally more complex task, as both the
spatial representations and the constructed boundaries of previous centuries
have been blasted apart in an unprecedented way, and were still, in 1995-96, in the process of
what the Frelimo government and its international backers optimistically called reconstruction.
But Magude has shared in the drama of postindependence events in a manner uniquely
embedded in its past, and has been represented by the diverse powers at play in the young
nation through mappings with potentially greater real-life implications for the district's inhabitants
than ever.

 

While Magude was not one of the highest-priority areas in Frelimo's planned socialist 
transformation of the countryside, it was nonetheless a district whose relative prosperity and 
proven potential for commercial livestock and irrigated cash-crop production earned it a 
respectable standing in the new government's development scheme. The most valuable land 
concessions abandoned by Portuguese settlers were grouped together to form two state 
enterprises, one for agriculture and one for cattle, and several agricultural producer and 
consumer cooperatives (including the country's pioneering co-op, named after Maguiguana) 
were established in and around Magude town in the late 1970s. In addition, health posts, 
schools, and "people's farms" were opened at various sites in the district, and the national 
women's organization (Organização de Mulheres Moçambicanas, or OMM) opened branches and
appointed a secretary for the district and delegates for each of Magude's five new administrative 
posts. 99 Ironically, although Frelimo attacked all elements of traditional culture as "feudal" and 
"obscurantist" and valued Magude in part because its longstanding connection with the Swiss 
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Mission had allegedly enlightened at least some of its inhabitants, 100 the area was still
renowned for its many powerful diviners and spirit mediums and for the resilience of chiefly
authority and rain sacrifices especially in communities near the border. Thus the district was also
targeted by the Ministry of Culture in its campaign to collect remnants of Mozambique's cultural
patrimony in the form of oral traditions and descriptions of old customs—particularly anything
associated with the prestigious Khosa clan. 101 In other words, within the context of postcolonial
nation-building and fledgling national socialism, Frelimo mapped Magude in terms of both hope
for the future and pride in the indigenous past—even while it set about with ideological ferocity
to eradicate the actual practice of tradition from people's everyday lives in the present.

The tragedies of the Mozambican war have been well documented and analyzed, as have the 
complex external and internal conflicts that undermined Frelimo's ambitious experiment with 
state-driven socialism. 102 Although academic and foreign media reports consistently represented 
southern Mozambique as a Frelimo stronghold during the war, Magude was in fact a 
battleground between government and Renamo forces from the mid-1980s until well after the 
formal end of the fighting in 1992. 103 In Magude, as in the center and north of the country, 
Renamo guerrillas concentrated their most violent attacks on symbols of state "improvements" 
(collective farms, schools, health posts), and on former properties of the Swiss Mission 
(nationalized at independence) as a way of exacting revenge for missionaries' assistance to 
Frelimo during the liberation struggle. However, Renamo gained ground in more remote parts of 
the district as it played on popular grievances related to hunger, caused by a combination of 
prolonged drought and commercial collapse, and, perhaps especially, by fuelling resentment of 
Frelimo's assault on cultural traditions. Renamo soldiers' own very public reliance on spirit 
mediums in Magude helped to convince all but the most devout Christians that the rebels were 
more in touch with the people than were Frelimo politicians in the capital city, with their grand 
theories of social change and contempt for the ways of the ancestors.

 

Moreover, the sparsely populated, hilly border area of the district had a special strategic 
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importance because of Renamo's dependence on logistical support from South Africa. The rebels 
established a major base in southwest Magude (extending south into Moamba district) in 1986. 
Known as Ngungwe, after the river beside which they built their camp, this base served as a 
holding ground for the hundreds of captives (mainly women and children) and thousands of 
cattle Renamo drove from across southern Mozambique in the later years of the war. 
Government forces mounted an intense air attack on Ngungwe in the late 1980s, and in the 
ensuing ground battle Renamo troops burned a tank full of Frelimo soldiers, creating 
government martyrs for which this place is now locally both notorious and sacred. The fact that 

Renamo took over Magude's two western administrative posts and held them 
until mid-1995 (Renamo ex-combantants were still occupying Ngungwe when I 
left in late 1996, although they had taken their flag down) reinforced the 
impression in official circles that the district, or at least that part of it under 
Renamo influence, had reverted to the dangerous and wild condition of its 
frontier past. 104

This wartime mapping of Magude had profound consequences for developments in the district 
after the end of the war. While officials of the United Nations High Commission for Refugees 
boasted of their successful refugee repatriation program in Mozambique, and the international 
community (led by the United States and the World Bank-IMF alliance) held the country up as a 
model of postsocialist democratization and economic restructuring, Magude remained an 
exceptional, troubled place, the one district in the south to which refugees were, at first, 
extremely reluctant to return, and where foreign and domestic NGOs, as late as 1995-96, were 
still unusually hesitant about sending personnel and investing resources. 105 People speaking
from various official positions in postwar society cited a range of reasons for these trends, all
distillable into the same refractory image of Magude as a land of contradictions and potentially
mortal—again, often feminine—peril: The district had been reclaimed by the bush and wild
animals; there were too many buried landmines, roving bandits, and illegal weapons in
circulation; 106 rural communities were ruled by witches and spirit mediums, while the town was 
full of prostitutes who corrupted young men and ruined marriages. In fact, as late as October 
1996, so uncertain of Magude's postwar loyalty was the Mozambican government that President 
Joaquim Chissano made a special tour through the district and gave a much publicized speech in 
Phadjane, a place especially infamous for its witches. He promised a skeptical and restless 
audience that Frelimo had become an ardent supporter of tradition, intended to rehabilitate 
traditional chiefs, and would generously subsidize cattle and seed distribution to revive the 
district's once flourishing agrarian economy. What he did not tell people, however, was that his 
government, under the urging of the World Bank, had another plan for Magude, one disturbingly 
consistent with the district's nineteenth-century image as a place unsuited for human habitation: 
an enormous nature reserve that would run the length of its western border (as a Mozambican 
extension of South Africa's Kruger Park), encompassing more than 100,000 hectares of 
historically sacred sites in the Lebombo hills, the prime pasture of the adjoining lowlands, and 
the ancestral homes of thousands of Magude refugees still in the Transvaal. 107

Maps in the Field: Reaching Magude, 1995

 

Obviously, I too am actively (and partially) involved in the mapping of
Magude and, like the other maps I have discussed in this chapter, mine too
developed and changed over time. My first impressions of the district came
from individuals speaking from their positions in Maputo as rebuilders of a
decimated postcolonial state: government officials, NGO personnel, UN
demining teams, and expatriate partisans of Frelimo's outdated socialist
cause. Uniformly, they portrayed Magude as a place containing nothing of importance for a
historian to study and too unsafe for me to consider living there in any case. When such people
learned that I was particularly interested in interviewing rural women, their skepticism usually
deepened, or else they would offer what they believed were words of encouragement by
assuring me that at least the few remaining elderly women in the countryside might teach me
something about old customs. Such comments are maps too, not only because they reinforce
stereotypes of this area as inaccessible to white outsiders (particularly female ones), and not
only because they construct Magude as simultaneously lacking history and possessing women
(atavistic and outside history themselves) whose knowledge of the past is limited to a timeless

 



Binding Memories: Mapping Magude http://www.gutenberg-e.org/geh01/geh07.html

23 of 36 8/2/05 11:27 AM

inventory of quaint beliefs and practices. Such comments are also, and perhaps most powerfully,
maps because they de-people—indeed, sweep clean—Magude's physical landscape, thus
sanctioning their own plans for the development of the district. In the early postwar era of 

Mozambique's economic dismemberment and recolonization 108 at the hands of
the Western aid community, Magude's territorial identity increasingly acquired
new national and international dimensions—a phenomenon that is graphically
illustrated in the proliferation of stylized, computer-generated maps that
constitute the district (along with the rest of the country) in terms of
refugee-return rates, food aid, landmines, demobilized soldiers, and the like.
Revealingly, on many if not most of these new maps, Magude is one of the
districts frequently left blank because of "insufficient information."

When I finally reached Magude, I was quickly bombarded with mappings of a rather different 
kind, from local men who were in various positions of authority and had their own views on how 
I should conduct historical research in the district. António Joaquim Cebola, the district
administrator at the time, nodded sagaciously while I explained my project, sanctioning it 
because, he said, "It is very important to study how women peasants have suffered because of 
long separations from their husbands." 109 A senior male member of a prominent chiefly family
presented himself to me as the vice president of the Magude branch of the Organização das
Autoridades Tradicionais de Moçambique (Organization of Mozambican Traditional Authorities),
eagerly hinting that he should be interviewed because he was involved in local discussions about
the rehabilitation of traditional leaders and customs. And the young, Maputo-raised pastor of the
struggling church at Antioka volunteered to introduce me to the elders who, he assured me,
were most knowledgeable about local history: three men and one woman, all of whom lived on
or adjacent to the church property and were lifelong Christians central to the collective biography
of the congregation. Although all four greeted us warmly, the men displayed far greater interest
in my research and launched immediately into reminiscences they believed were essential to my
understanding of their pasts, reminiscences concerned primarily with the heroism of
Ngungunyana, Portuguese colonial abuses, their experiences of wage work, and above all their
personal connections (and deep gratitude) to the Swiss missionaries. Each man also proudly and
pointedly told me the date of his birth. The woman, on the other hand, a childless widow who
had grown up virtually a ward of the Swiss, became somewhat diffident—almost coy—when the
pastor broached the reason for our visit, laughing off his attempt to determine her age and
suggesting that if I wanted to know about history I should talk to "Papa" Sinai, one of the three
men we had already visited.

 60

As positionings of Magude, these first responses to my presence hinted at yet another layer of
mappings complicating my quest to understand rural women's histories. The
individuals—government figures, traditional elites, influential church members— who claimed to
be authoritative sources of knowledge about the past were all men. Although each had his own
agenda structuring what he wished to tell me about Magude's history, their representations
shared certain basic preoccupations: with formal politics (whether of Gaza rulers, local chiefs, or
the state), the common xilungu (whitish) cultural grounds between myself and them (i.e., 
literacy, Christianity), and the embeddedness of their lives in a commercialized, wage economy 
dependent on South Africa. These topics were narrative gateways to what these men considered 
important knowledge about their history and the history of Magude, and the gendered character 
of this knowledge was demonstrated most clearly when the one female authority to whom the 
pastor introduced me smilingly refused to furnish the information we requested, insisting she did 
not know anything about such matters.

 

Subsequent interviews with nonelite men reinforced my sense that local mappings of Magude's 
history were profoundly gendered and that the view that women had little of importance to say 
about the past was widespread even here. But I also came to appreciate the complex ways in 
which men's mappings in turn diverged according to age, class, education, work history, clan 
and ethnic identity, and individual experiences of the war. Men who were still displaced, for 
instance, spoke urgently and at great length about clan traditions of migration to and settlement 
in the land from which Renamo's forces had driven them. One very old man, Caissene 
Mundlovu, who had fled from his rural homestead in 1987 and was still living in the crowded 
deslocado settlement of Matendeni in Magude town when I met him in 1995, insisted that I hire 
a truck to drive us more than a hundred kilometers to what was then a barely accessible spot 
where he had lived before the war, in the extreme northwest of Magude district. He wanted to 
show me what he considered the most precious of historical places: a rocky bend in the 
N'wanetsi River where, before the arrival of the Portuguese, women used to go to gather salt; a 

 



Binding Memories: Mapping Magude http://www.gutenberg-e.org/geh01/geh07.html

24 of 36 8/2/05 11:27 AM

nearby cave full of bees that was once a closely guarded source of honey; and a secret burial 
ground where his ancestors, after migrating from the Transvaal in the mid-nineteenth century, 
had stored hand-forged iron hoes from Phalaborwa (Vecha) that were so valuable a man 
needed only one to lovola (give bridewealth for) a wife. 110

As distant as this elderly deslocado's historical concerns seem from those of more powerful men,
they share core themes that were specific to masculine constructions of the past—and of
Magude—that I encountered during fieldwork. Possibly the oldest surviving male of the ruling
family in that corner of the district, anxious about both his responsibilities as caretaker of clan
history and his inability to return home after the end of the war, Caissene mapped Magude's
past for me in terms of ancestral-lineage ties with the Transvaal, the gendered political economy
of traditional marriage, and, perhaps above all, memories of agrarian self-sufficiency securely
anchored to geographic place. Like the men mentioned above, he was most eager to tell me
stories that assumed male political authority, economic responsibility, and social control. For him
as for the others, Magude was a meaningful entity to the extent that it was constituted by the
claims and actions of men who officially wielded these forms of power: from chiefs, soldiers,
and administrators to missionaries, migrant workers, and patrilineage and clan heads. The fact
that the details of men's memories varied is less significant, I think, than their gender-specific
character and men's keen conviction that it was on these discursive terrains that tellings of
history should take place.

 

One incident provided an especially poignant illustration. During an interview trip to the same 
part of the district that I visited with Caissene, Ruti and I happened upon a group of older men 
engaged in a heated discussion around a pot of beer. When we greeted them, one of the men 
challenged Ruti to tell him the origin (ntumbuluko) of her clan—where they came from and how
they arrived at the place they inhabit today. Ruti (just as challengingly) recited the information
he was looking for, but then acknowledged with a laugh that his test was justified because, as
she put it, "No one knows these things anymore." Pleased with her answer, the men responded
in a chorus of complaint about younger generations' ignorance of their clan histories. One man's
observation summed up the feelings of the group: "No one knows where they come from now.
Our children don't even know where the land [tiko] of their clan is! It's the war. It's because of 
the war, everyone scattered to different places. Now all people know is whether they're 
'Frelimo' or 'Renamo.'" 111 Ruti later confirmed what I had already begun to observe in our
interviews: that this concern about the disappearance of knowledge of territorial identity—and
the reconstitution of identity in terms of the place-less vagaries of party politics—was peculiar to
men in Magude and a topic of constant conversation among them. Not once in all the time I
spent in the district did I witness a woman articulate similar anxiousness about, or even interest
in, this matter.

 

I do not mean to exaggerate or essentialize the difference, now or in the past, between men's
and women's understandings of place in this corner of southern Africa. Indeed, as I argue in the
following chapter, gendered spatial identities are integrally related to gendered ways of
remembering Magude's past, and the two are inseparably woven into, and produced through,
processes of social and material change. Moreover, in a variety of ways, men's postwar
mappings of the district—like those I encountered in the capital city and the others explored
above—influenced how women in Magude were lending spatial order to their own memories. Yet
gender differences in Magude's various mappings are real, and, as the remaining chapters in this
study demonstrate, the boundaries and place-meanings constructed by European travelers,
Portuguese colonizers, Western academics, postindependence reformers, and local men—the
sources of official interpretations of Magude's history so far—have never enjoyed as much
hegemony as they have implicitly claimed over women's lives. Anne McClintock's assertion,
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quoted at the head of this chapter, that because colonized African women became "the space on
which male contests [were] waged," they "experience particular difficulties laying claim to
alternative genealogies and alternative narratives of origin and naming," only holds true for
women in Magude if we retain (as she does) the evidentiary starting points that have
dominated the historiography so far. 112 But the women I knew tended to conceptualize their
historical landscapes in ways that resulted in mappings distinctly different from those examined
in this chapter—not only because the label Magude had little material meaning for them but 
because Magude, like other discursive shapings of their world that have been imposed on them 
by someone else, did claim to reduce and subordinate their identities, genealogies, and histories
to interests not necessarily coincident with their own. In chapter 2, I pursue the question of
mapping feminine histories by exploring how women in Magude have used various kinds of
naming practices to negotiate their own place in the past. Through this form of historical
remembering, we can begin (as I did, quite literally) to trace the contours of community and
change that women in Magude have recorded and struggled to pass on from one generation to
the next, even—in fact, especially—under the extraordinarily difficult circumstances of the
postwar world.
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Branco (Lourenço Marques: Imprensa Nacional, 1909); Pimental, "4a Circumscripção: Magude,"
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