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INTRODUCTION 

 

In order to grasp the causes of African underdevelopment, one should examine 

colonial rule in the wider context of European economic power over Africa. In the 

eighteenth century, the relationships between Europeans and Africans beginning with 

the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade led to the continent’s underdevelopment.1 Africans 

were free people until the advent of slavery when they became Africa’s main export. 

Slave trade refers to the captive and shipment of Africans against their will to 

numerous parts of the world. They lived and worked as property of the European 

colonists. In the ninetieth century, the structure and development of the world 

capitalist system consolidated the underdeveloped structures of Mozambique. The 

status of Europe and its penetration changed from a source of demand for manpower, 

particularly slaves, to a source of supply of raw material. Although the colonial rule 

that began in the early nineteenth century has disappeared since 1975, its impact or 

outcome has been increasing steadily in Mozambique. In this paper, I will analyze the 

underdevelopment of Mozambique as a result of colonial rule during the imposition 

of Cotton Regime (1938-1961). 2  More specifically, what has been the impact of 

colonialism on the political economy of Mozambique?  

 

 

 

 

DEVELOPMENT AND ITS RELATION TO UNDERDEVELOPMENT  

                                                      
1  Rodney, Walter Anthony. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Fahamu Kenya: 

Pambazuka, 2012. p.95. Print. 
2 Isaacman, Allen, Michael Stephen, Yussuf Adam, Maria Joao Homen, Eugenio Macamo, 

and Augustinho Pililao. ""Cotton Is the Mother of Poverty": Peasant Resistance to Forced 

Cotton Production in Mozambique, 1938-1961." The International Journal of African 

Historical Studies 13.4 (1980): 581-615. JSTOR. P.583.Web. 18 Mar. 2015. 
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To begin with, underdevelopment is not the absence of development. There are some 

and societies that have developed to a lesser or greater extent and in one-way or 

another.  Economy is an index of social features and development. 3 The more the 

members of the state increase their capability and capacity to deal with the 

environment, the more economically developed a society becomes.  

 

Underdevelopment is strongly related to the fact that human social development has 

been economically imbalanced and equitable. Economically speaking, it also asks the 

question of why some individuals have advanced further by producing more and 

becoming wealthier while others have not. As a result, Adam Smith, a famous British 

economist looked into the causes of these disparities and wrote the “Wealth of 

Nations”. 4  In the eighteenth century and subsequently in the nineteenth century, 

countries such as Mozambique became concerned with the “backwardness” and the 

“underdevelopment” of their nations in comparison to European countries such as 

England and France. The question is; what are root causes for the differences in 

wealth between European and African countries? Who is responsible for African 

underdevelopment? These questions can be answered at two levels. Firstly, according 

to Rodney, “the operation of the imperialist system bears major responsibility for 

African economic retardation by draining African wealth and by making it impossible 

to develop more rapidly the resources of the continent.”  Secondly, “one has to deal 

with those who manipulated the system and those who are either agents or unwitting 

accomplices of the said system.” 5  

 

Another feature of underdevelopment is the expression of a specific relationship of 

exploitation of one country by another.6 The underdeveloped countries are exploited 

by others and are a product of capitalism and colonist exploitation through an 

imperialist project. The exhibition of a voracious appetite for more lands and raw 

materials translates into more and more profit and power. Therefore, one may argue 

that development cannot be purely economic since it is dependent on an overall social 

process or conflict, man’s power and his effort in dealing with his environment.7 Man 

and his labor are interconnected. It takes a large number of subjects to make the 

European industrial economy function. When the African countries were taken over 

by the European capitalist powers in the nineteenth century, brutality and exploitation 

increased; therefore, export of surplus ensued. Hence, European power is growing 

rapidly richer, while, African societies have stagnated since they were deprived of 

their labor and natural resources.  

 

                                                      
3  Rodney, Walter Anthony. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Fahamu Kenya: 

Pambazuka, 2012. p.4. Print. 
4 Ibid., p.13 
5 Ibib., p.xii  
6 Ibid., p. 14 
7 Ibid., p. 4  
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INTERNATIONAL POLITICAL ECONOMY AND AFRICA 

 

One cannot adequately grasp the continued underdevelopment in Mozambique if we 

restrict our analysis to domestic or internal factors. The dynamics of the international 

politico-economic system have created barriers to the development of Mozambique. 

Therefore, the global perspective, in terms of the interrelationship of the external and 

internal aspects, should be taken into account. After the Industrial Revolution, the 

self-confidence of the bourgeois culture and the advancement of military technology, 

made elites in European nations integrate societies of unequal culture into what they 

saw as a harmonious whole and a vivid demonstration of power.8 The increase in 

production capacity and surplus of capital led to the necessity of searching for new 

market for industrial commodities as well as using cheap raw materials outside the 

European continent. 9  Africa became both a slave-ridden continent, as well as an 

object of reformist imperialism. Imperialism is not only the exercise of power by a 

state beyond its border and the establishment of dominion rule over other people, but 

it is also used for the purpose of expanding economic, political and strategic interests 

of the colonial power.10 Therefore, imperialism is an economic phenomenon where in 

the European states extracted the profits of other nations to the motherland. In 

summary, it is seen as an aggressive system of exploitation.  

 

The two principle phases of European imperialism in Africa were the ‘scramble’ for 

African territory and colonialist rule. The scramble for African resources started with 

the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885. The Europeans divided the African territories 

among themselves and drew border that suited their interests. According to the United 

Nations Survey of Economic Conditions in Africa in 1964, “Africa is well endowed 

with mineral and primary energy resources.” It is a rich continent that possesses “40 

percent of the world’s gold, 90 percent of its platinum and chromium and 10 percent 

of oil reserves. 11  This partition of the African continent was synonymous with a 

lottery game. Lord Salisbury, British prime minister at the time, said, “We have been 

engaged in drawing lines upon maps where no white man’s feet have ever trod; we 

have been giving away mountains and rivers and lakes to each other, only hindered by 

the small impediment that we never knew exactly where the mountains and rivers and 

lakes were." 12 Since the memories of the 18th-19th century European wars were still 

alive, the key consideration of the partition was to avoid intra-European conflict. The 

conference drew up rules that regulated processes and measures for annexing the 

                                                      
8  Middleton, John, and Joseph Calder. Miller. New Encyclopedia of Africa. Detroit: 

Thomson/Gale, 2008. p.468-473 Print. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11  Harris, Joanne. “The Scramble for Africa.” The Lawyer 17 March. 2015: p.23-24. 

Academic Search Complete. Web.  
12 Michalopoulos, Stelios, and Elias Papaioannou. "The Long-Run Effects of the Scramble for 

Africa." (2011): 1-34. Jan. 2011. Web. Mar. 2015. 
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African territories covered by various treaties. The Europeans colonized Black Africa 

under the political discourse of civilizing it and creating the “Renaissance of Africa”. 
13 The Portuguese’s ‘piece of cake’ was the colonization of Mozambique. Franco 

Nogueira, who was the Portuguese Foreign Minister from 1961 until 1969, stated 

explicitly that they “before anyone else, brought to Africa the notion of human rights 

and racial equality. [They] alone practiced the principle of multi-racialism, which all 

now consider to be the most perfect and daring expression of human brotherhood and 

sociological progress.... [Their] African provinces are more developed, more 

progressive in every respect than any recently independent territory in Africa south of 

the Sahara, without exception.” 14  However, this was not the case.  

 

DEPENDENCY THEORY AND UNDERDEVELOPMENT 

 

The well-known representative of dependency theory, Andre Gunder Frank, believed 

that colonialism led to the “development of underdevelopment” of Africa. 15In other 

words, “underdevelopment developed right along with economic development- and it 

is still doing so.”16  In addition, he stated, “Development and underdevelopment each 

cause and are caused by the other in the total development of capitalism.” 17  This 

theory has at its heart the study of center-periphery relationship and their 

asymmetries.18 They shed light on the situation of peripheral capitalist countries from 

the perspective of the conditioning effects, which external factors produced on the 

internal structures of the peripheral countries.19 Underdevelopment is directly related 

to dependency on central economies and the main obstacle to national development is 

caused by external factors. Furthermore, Paul Baran who also redefined dependency 

theory and underdevelopment argues that capitalism constitutes a hierarchical 

international system in which developed countries exploited the less developed ones. 
20  This exploitation took the form of the transfer of economic surpluses from 

underdeveloped countries to developed countries. As in other parts of Africa, 

Mozambique was brought into the system through colonial domination, trade and 

capitalist investment.21  More specifically, the incorporation of Mozambique in the 

world capitalist system as a dependent satellite of European colonists has led the 

underdevelopment of the country. In fact, one might argue that this structural 

                                                      
13 Pétré-Grenouilleau, Olivier. From Slave Trade to Empire: Europe and the Colonisation of 
Black Africa, 1780s-1880s. London, U.K.: Routledge, 2004. Print. 
14 Ferreira, Eduardo De Sousa, and Basil Davidson. Portuguese Colonialism in Africa: The 

End of an Era: The Effects of Portuguese Colonialism on Education, Science, Culture and 

Information. Paris: Unesco Pr., 1974.  p.11. Print.  
15  Larraín, Jorge. Theories of Development: Capitalism, Colonialism, and Dependency. 

Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1989. p.116. Print. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., p. 114 
19 Ibid., p. 112  
20 Ibid., p.115 
21  Rodney, Walter Anthony. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Fahamu Kenya: 

Pambazuka, 2012. p.36. Print. 
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dependence is one of the main characteristics that led to underdevelopment. 

Mozambique became an inferior nation in the orbit of the dominant economies. One 

might argue that a child is developing in the direction of maturity when he/she ceases 

to be dependent upon his mother, for either protection or food. In the same respect, 

the Portuguese will never consider Mozambique, the dependent nation, as developed. 

Nevertheless, it is also true that the developed nation is dependent on the wealth of 

Mozambique. Therefore, this is a source of both strength as well as weakness in the 

capitalist system.  

 

MOZAMBIQUE AND THE COTTON REGIME (1938- 1961) 

 

Mozambique, a source of cotton, good rainfall, fertile soils and accessible ports had a 

role in expanding the metropolitan textile industry. 22 The Portuguese colonial rule 

consolidated its power and sought to extract cash crops particularly cotton and other 

valuable commodities in order to sell them on the world market. In addition, it was 

also essential for the process of ‘primitive accumulation’. 23 Therefore, in the 

formation of a manufacturing industry, 24  Mozambique was only “safe for 

capitalism”25 as well as for the imperialist authorities.  

 

The   Cotton Regime (1938- 1961) was not only about the incorporation of producers 

into the capitalist system but also it required the organization of a labor-intensive 

system based on forced peasant production. This was the Chibalo system, a new labor 

code in Mozambique. 26 Furthermore, in 1938, one of the most far-reaching changes 

in the Mozambican economy was the imposition of forced cotton production.27  This 

was introduced for two main purposes, one was to ease the Portuguese acute balance-

of-payments problem, and the other was to the increase fledgling textile industry. In 

1945 more than one million indigenous peasants were producing cotton. The system 

of forced cotton cultivation led to a six -fold increase in cotton productivity from 

15,000 tons in 1939 to almost 90,000 tons in 1951. 28 The cotton production did not 

only meet the demands of the Portuguese Metropolis but also had become the 

principal export of the colony. 29   

The African workers were exploited for numerous reasons. There was a monopoly of 

                                                      
22 Isaacman, Allen, Michael Stephen, Yussuf Adam, Maria Joao Homen, Eugenio Macamo, 

and Augustinho Pililao. ""Cotton Is the Mother of Poverty": Peasant  
23  Larraín, Jorge. Theories of Development: Capitalism, Colonialism, and Dependency. 

Cambridge, UK: Polity, 1989. p.45. Print. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Harris, Richard L. The Political Economy of Africa. Cambridge, MA: Schenkman Pub. 

1975. p. 11. Print. 
26 Isaacman, Allen F., and Barbara Isaacman. Mozambique: From Colonialism to Revolution, 

1900-1982. Boulder, CO: Westview, 1983. p. 39. Print. 
27 Ibid., p. 45 
28 Isaacman, Allen F. Cotton Is the Mother of Poverty: Peasants, Work, and Rural Struggle in 
Colonial Mozambique, 1938-1961. p.70. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996. Print. 
29 Ibid p.45 
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political power. Africans were dispersed into small, unstable groups and there were 

migration practices, which resulted in social instability. The European colonists had 

racial justification for dealing unjustly with the indigenous workers.30 In other words, 

the black man was regarded inferior to the white man, hence, deserved lower wages 

that were insufficient to survive and live. The Mozambican workers were no different 

than other African worker. In order to boost cotton production and prevent rural 

protests, the Portuguese believed that the partial autonomy of the peasants should be 

narrowed.  Moreover, the Portuguese restructured the peasants’ workspace, workday 

and the enforcement of labor obligations where all men and women who lived in the 

concessionary zones had to cultivate cotton. One anthropologist said, “It was at this 

time that the sexual division of labor was subsequently altered.” 31 This meant that 

gender-based labor divisions were instituted. On the one hand, women were 

performing what believed to be known as “men’s work” such as removing heavy 

stumps, plowing and cutting trees. On the other hand, the colonists forced men to do 

“women’s work” such as clean and weed the cotton plants.32 Therefore, this was not 

only exploitation but also amounted to humiliation. There was a disproportionate 

share of the expanded workload.   

In addition, in 1959, a confidential government report acknowledged the fact that the 

majority of the Mozambican population was under-fed and that it was a necessity to 

have sufficient food supplies for the cotton producers in order to enable them to work. 
33 Many peasants used to eat tubers and roots and planting manioc. These food items 

have minimal nutritional value and require a minimal amount of labor. A peasant 

recounted that it was “extremely difficult to make a living because we were badly 

paid, and had great poverty, because we could only produce cotton; we got a poor 

price for it, and we did not have time to grow other crops. We were forced to produce 

cotton. The people did not want to; they knew cotton is the mother of poverty”.34 

Besides the Mozambican state of poverty, both the Portuguese and the state health 

authorities failed to give serious attention to the consequences of their inadequate 

diets. Although, this undoubtedly affected productivity, kwashiorkor, beriberi, 

pellagra, scurvy and rickets were common nutritional diseases, 35  the product of 

capitalist-colonial oppression and ridicule.  

                                                      
30  Rodney, Walter Anthony. How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Fahamu Kenya: 

Pambazuka, 2012. p.150. Print. 
31 Isaacman, Allen F. Cotton Is the Mother of Poverty: Peasants, Work, and Rural Struggle in 

Colonial Mozambique, 1938-1961. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996. p.52. Print. 
32 Ibid. p.52-53 
33 Isaacman, Allen, Michael Stephen, Yussuf Adam, Maria Joao Homen, Eugenio Macamo, 

and Augustinho Pililao. ""Cotton Is the Mother of Poverty": Peasant Resistance to Forced 

Cotton Production in Mozambique, 1938-1961." The International Journal of African 

Historical Studies 13.4 (1980): 581-615. Web. 
34 Ibid., p.594 
35 Isaacman, Allen F., and Barbara Isaacman. Mozambique: From Colonialism to Revolution, 

1900-1982. Boulder, CO: Westview, 1983.p. 55 Print. 
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The European colonial authorities imposed exclusive trading rights on the indigenous 

people. For example, they eliminated all independent local and traders in order to 

secure unhindered exploitation of the economic benefits for the interests of the 

Portuguese Metropolis. Also, they restricted the commodity trade of the hapless 

population to the companies, and merchants, of the colonial metropole. 36  In 1954, 

the colonial Portuguese gave permission to the concessionary holders to export a 

portion of their crop to other markets. However, they had to first pay an additional 

twelve percent export tax to the Portuguese. 37  Hence, this made their cotton 

considerably less competitive in price.  

The colonial economy is a pivotal institution. In fact, it is the raison d'être of 

European imperialism of the less developed African countries. Capitalism has played 

an important role in shaping the twentieth-century history of Africa particularly in 

Mozambique. The Mozambican subordinate role in this system and their contribution 

to the capitalist development of the Portuguese Metropolis in Europe led to the 

development of the advanced capitalist societies has, therefore, led to the 

underdevelopment of Mozambique. This underdevelopment is a paradox; 

Mozambique is naturally rich but politically, economically and equitably poor.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

This paper has followed the “longue- duree” (long-term) method in order to 

understand the underdevelopment of Mozambique. To understand the combined 

system of capitalism and imperialism that defined Africa today, it is essential to trace 

the historical background to the present situation of underdevelopment of Africa as 

well as the development in Europe. Portugal, for instance, forced by the competitive 

system in Europe, sought opportunities abroad, in Mozambique, to control and extract 

raw material supplies and enormous profits.  These profits were not shared equally, 

profiting only the colonial power and not Mozambique itself. Mozambique was 

exploited and abused by its colonial rulers. The loss and misuse of Mozambican 

economic surpluses, its subordinate role in the system, and its contribution to the 

capitalist development of the Portuguese Metropolis led to underdevelopment which 

continues to affect Mozambique until the present day. 
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