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				Book Review

				Machava, Benedito Luís. The Morality of Revolution: Reeducation Camps and the Politics of Punishment in Socialist Mozambique, 1968-1990. Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2025. ISBN: 978-0-8214-2583-1. 

				Benedito Luís Machava offers a bold and original intervention into debates on postcolonial statecraft, revealing how moral ideology shaped the architecture of repression and reform in socialist Mozambique between 1968 and 1990. Machava challenges prevailing assumptions by asserting that reeducation camps were not marginal institutions or imitations of external models. Rather, they were integral to Frelimo’s ambitious project of nation-building and a socialist revolution (p. 5), which had roots in liberation wartime disciplinary pedagogy and punitive sanctions under which punishment was regarded as revolutionary (pp. 52; 55). On the eve of independence in 1974, Frelimo’s political elite led the “moral crusade”, a social revolution to create a new kind of citizen with a new mentality: the Homem Novo (New Man) and Mulher Nova (New Woman) liberated from ideias velhas (old ideas), and values including tribalism, individualism and racism and intrigue (p. 44). Yet Frelimo’s deep-seated ambition and moral vision to build a new citizenry, especially in urban areas, was riddled with contradictions, improvisations, and failures. 

				This book’s strength lies in its rigorous methodology and theoretical insights into the interplay between ideology, postcolonial ambition, and lived realities. Machava, himself, a Mozambican, whose mother “nearly got detained and could have ended up in a camp somewhere in the north” (p. xii), is uniquely positioned to tell this story. While his mother’s story had a happy ending, many others met tragic fates. Driven by 
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				a “deep commitment to rescue the voices, faces, names, and trails of the ‘defeated history’ of Mozambique’s recent past” (p. 26), he conducted more than 140 interviews across Mozambique, Eswatini, Portugal, and Amsterdam with former detainees, reeducation camp officers, and journalists. His use of “social networks” to “co-create” oral histories was especially innovative. For instance, through his collaborator Ana Maria, he discovered that even Samora Machel’s family members, including his sister Flora, his seventeen-year-old daughter, and his teenage niece, were sent to reeducation camps for corrupção moral (moral corruption). Machava also rigorously examined the “uncharted archives” in Maputo and the so-called arquivo morto (“dead archives” or abandoned archives) of Niassa (p. 24), which he interrogated alongside films, songs, and speeches.

				Herein he reconstructs, not only the institutional logic of reeducation camps but also foregrounds the lived experiences of those subjected to them. Machava makes a compelling and intentional case here, that, “Although historians of Africa have grown wary of histories from below and the tribulations of everyday life […] as a social historian I am committed to sharpening our sights for history’s victims and the multiple contours of their suffering” (p. 26). As a social historian of Southern African borderlands myself, I am deeply moved by this commitment. I hope African-born historians become more intentional in rejecting analytical approaches that ignore everyday tribulations and instead foreground histories from below, agency and resilience in spaces of confinement and hardships. 

				Structured both thematically and chronologically, the book offers a clear pathway through its central ideas. In Chapter 1, Machava traces the intellectual roots of Frelimo’s moral vision and its pedagogical and punitive mechanisms, which aimed to create the “New Man” between 1968 and 1974. The chapter highlights how the ideological foundations of Frelimo’s moral vision transformed into a moral “laboratory” (p. 42) through which postcolonial Mozambican society ought to confront its past, test its postcolonial citizenry, and refine it. During the liberation war, Frelimo’s leadership embraced a strong messianic message, which conceived liberation as a means to save its people from colonial moral decay and the social ills of colonialism. Machava argues that Frelimo did not administer revolutionary violence and punishment for the sake of inflicting pain, “punishment became a pedagogical tool […] necessarily employed in public for everyone to see and heed the gruesome example” (p. 52). 

				Machava vividly illustrates the chaotic transition from colonial rule, examining the foundations of reeducation camps between 1974 and 1976 in the second chapter. Following the military coup in Lisbon and the downfall 
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				of the Portuguese regime in 1974, Frelimo detained political dissidents and others who could challenge the new establishment. Frelimo’s punitive measures and campaigns also targeted all those whose moral outlook seemed in opposition to the idea of the “New Man” — prostitutes, alcoholics, vagrants. During this time, Frelimo viewed punishment through trials such as the Nachingwea of 1975 and Operação Limpeza (Operation Cleansing), as revolutionary and moralising techniques at the centre of the crusade to “cleanse, disinfect, heal and purify” postcolonial Mozambique. Machava argues that through the Nachingwea trials and reeducation program, Frelimo amalgamated morality, legality and salvationist jurisprudence into a single but fractured corpus of punitive sanctions. Yet this combination produced contradictions in Mozambique’s penal system, contradictions that the party leadership quickly realised but was unable to fix. 

				Shifting the focus to massive deportation campaigns, the third chapter examines Frelimo’s efforts to forcibly relocate thousands of urban dwellers to rural areas between 1977 and 1983. Frelimo sought to transform “morally suspect” citizens into productive contributors to national development. In the backdrop of the civil war and the rise of smuggling and informal markets, Frelimo intensified its punitive measures against the “enemy within” (p. 90), demonstrating agency in urban spatial reorganisation, which led to the militarisation of many parts of Mozambican society. Through campaigns like Ofensiva Política e Organizacional (Political and Organisational Offensive), the state expanded its punitive apparatus through local-level actors, including chefe de quarteirão (block chiefs) who wielded enormous powers to identify, surveil, and punish deviants. Yet urban residents did not wait to be deported; they adapted creatively, using forged documents, bribery, and social networks to evade deportation.

				Chapter 4 highlights how ordinary Mozambicans internalised and acted upon the ideology of moral cleansing. The chapter offers a power critique of top-down perspectives on Frelimo’s governance, which neglects the role of forces from below in shaping the state’s social experiments. It does so by highlighting how Frelimo’s coercive capacity rested on the cooperation and willingness of ordinary people to banish those who did not fit into their ethical norms of urban citizenship from 1974 to 1984. For example, university students like Samuel Nguja, who wrote about youth problems in Tempo magazine, actively participated in moral denunciation (pp. 117; 118). Overall, the chapter argues that urban residents were not passive recipients but enthusiastic participants in Frelimo’s moral revolution.

				The fifth chapter contrasts Frelimo’s vision of moral renewal with the harsh realities of Mozambique’s reeducation camps. Machava elucidates 
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				how the camps — especially in Niassa province — failed to achieve their disciplinary goals due to extreme austerity. He argues that while Frelimo had hoped to use camps as strict disciplinary institutions, they were never able to realise their panoptical ambitions of social and spatial legibility, discipline, order and ethical transformation because they could not afford to do so. Intended as spaces of surveillance and moral transformation, the camps lacked the resources to enforce control. With few security personnel and limited infrastructure, detainees often moved freely, undermining the regime’s panoptical ambitions. 

				Machava delves into the social dynamics within reeducation camps in Chapter 6, highlighting the human toll of Frelimo’s moral revolution between 1974 and 1982. Centering on lived experiences, the chapter details how hardship, farming, political education, and cultural activities shaped daily life in camps. Building on Chapter 5’s argument about austerity’s role in the penal logic of reeducation, Machava shows how extreme deprivation turned camps into spaces of social abandonment. Wretchedness, defined by hunger, disease, cold, poor diet, mental breakdown and death, afflicted both the detainees and those tasked with implementing and overseeing the “laboratories.” These shared experiences of suffering underscore the vulnerability of all human beings, regardless of power or class. He writes, “When conditions became unbearable, both inmates and warders braved the dangerous forests to find freedom or died trying. All camp-dwellers — detainees and overseers both — experienced in relatively equal measure the agony of abandonment” (p. 172).

				Finally, the theme of state neglect is further explored in Chapter 7, which highlights how, during the civil war, the camps deteriorated further, especially between 1983 and 1989. As the 1980s progressed, many camps were shut down, and detainees were resettled into development villages. This period coincided with the intensification of the Mozambican Civil War, exacerbating the suffering and displacement of citizens already subjected to the state’s “moral crusade”.

				In conclusion, The Morality of the Revolution is not just a history of Mozambique’s reeducation camps — it is a rigorous analysis of the challenges of moral absolutism in revolutionary governance. Positioned within the expanding scholarship on African socio-political history, carceral regimes, global histories of incarceration and postcolonial studies, the book transcends mere documentation of repression. It also has strong regional comparative utility, with parallels in Angola’s and Guinea-Bissau’s social experiments and purges. Machava’s concept of moral utopianism resonates with broader debates on authoritarianism and state violence. 
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				That said, further engagement with how Frelimo’s punitive apparatus transformed RENAMO could have illuminated the deeper paradoxes of postcolonial state-building, where the suppression of perceived enemies and legitimate aspirations remains central to the ruling elite’s survival strategy. This could provide readers a more complete picture of the enduring violence embedded in Mozambique’s political architecture. Mozambique’s struggle against violence continues! The ongoing Cabo Delago conflict mirrors the afterlives of Frelimo’s punitive apparatus and moral crusade that have left many with unhealed wounds. 

				While Machava would have his book translated into Ronga, the only native language that her mother could access (p. xvi), I hope that a Portuguese version of this book will be available across Mozambique. If accessible locally, it could serve as a mirror for Mozambicans to reflect on and confront the country’s complicated recent past under Frelimo’s leadership. 
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