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Visão • Vision 

She starts every day the same. At 5:00 in the morning, she puts 

on the mandatory uniform that each of her colleagues wear be-

fore reporting to a 40,000 square meter area where she will 

work for the next eight hours. This will only be interrupted by a 

small break. The work can be monotonous and governed by a 

host of rules of someone else’s making. For the first time in her 

adult life she must answer to a superior. Her mobility is limited 

and the tasks she performs are monitored closely.  
 

But this woman is not a prisoner. She is a wage worker, and the 

world of work she occupies reflects much of the changing na-

ture of economic life in rural Mozambique.  
 

A smallholder farmer is independent, controlling their own time 

and not subjected to the vagaries of the labor market. Yet, the 

most independent may also be the least economically secure. 

Unlike farmers whose income is seasonally dependent and 

wildly unpredictable, wage laborers have more regular income 

security, purchasing power and economic mobility. With the 

introduction of wage labor, the work culture of small scale agri-

cultural production is being transformed from one governed by 

a set of established and customary roles to one meeting the re-

quirements of flexibility, adaptation and specialization.  
 

Nursery and plantation labor requires a sea change in how peo-

ple approach work in both its physical and social realm. To 

some extent, nursery and plantation tasks closely resemble work 

on a machamba, in particular the clearing of land with basic 

hand tools. Here, the physical labor of small plot farming is 

quite easily translated to organized production. However, wage 

workers do not own their tools and the land they clear is for 

commercial output not small scale agricultural production. Put 

differently, land and labor are in the service of interests outside 

the household. The impact of these changes can be disruptive 

and fortuitous, restrictive and liberating. What is less ambigu-

ous, however, is the growing presence of choice.  

A Choice 
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Rural wage workers often remain farmers, and perhaps better 

ones at that. It is commonplace to refer to the people who work 

and live in the Mozambican countryside as smallholders. But 

this identifier is far more complex than such shorthand allows 

and increasingly includes many who do not work in agriculture 

or exist within the increasingly blurry categories of small 

farmer, farm worker and wage laborer. As a class in the making, 

most rural workers consider themselves farmers first and only 

then wage workers. Not surprisingly, given the agricultural un-

derpinnings of the region, individuals often first seek out wage 

work when a particular set of economic needs require an imme-

diate cash solution. Perhaps he or she has bills to pay, house-

hold goods to purchase, or the need for new farming tools or 

seed. Within such considerations, work choices are viewed as 

casual, transitory and typically as a complement, not a substi-

tute, to agricultural labor.  

 

But with cash in hand, laborers will enter into subcontracting 

agreements with others to maintain their holdings, purchase 

improved agricultural inputs, and participate in a wider com-

mercial marketplace of knowledge and services. So, while the 

detachment from tools, land and autonomy represent profound 

changes to the nature of rural labor, an enhanced ability to read 

the land and embrace the right technology is perhaps what best 

solves the riddle of farming. And, with the growing presence in 

the Mozambican country side of rural wage workers in sectors 

like cashew, banana, forestry, and other processing enterprises, 

we are increasingly witnessing how jobs and the wages, skills 

and resources obtained through such can be a driver of better 

agricultural practices.  

The examples of China, India and Ghana for reducing poverty 

through rural job creation are well known. Within Mozambique, 

a bourgeoning forestry industry provides an example of how 

investment promotion can serve the purposes of poverty allevia-

tion. The country has witnessed similar promising results with 

respect to sugar and tobacco. Less studied, however, is how 

farmers manage the challenges and opportunities in the shift 

from the demands of land to the demands of industry and how 

agriculture might be improved in that process. The American 

social observer, Studs Terkel, remarked that “work is about a 

search for daily meaning as well as daily bread.” This holds true 

in the Mozambican countryside where the fluid interplay of cus-

toms, habits, and aspirations are providing a glimpse into how 

the work choices people make can alter the shape of daily life in 

such penetrating ways.  
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Comparative Work Systems  



JORNAL DA TECHNOSERVE MOÇAMBIQUE • NOVEMBER 2013  

2010 2011 2012 2013 

Prismo | Prism 
 

A competitive and environmentally sustainable plantation for-

estry sector will generate a substantial amount of new employ-

ment in rural areas. Toward that end, TechnoServe has been in-

strumental in increasing the current number of plantation for-

estry companies in Mozambique from one to nine, including 

UPM of Finland, the world´s largest pulp and paper producer. 

Over the next decade, these companies plan to invest more than 

$4 billion in the country, plant over 1 million hectares of pine 

and eucalyptus trees and employ over 100,000 workers.  

Agricultural calendar – workload and income 

 Forestry Employment 

Cashew Factory Employment 

Throughout much of rural Mozambique, the heavy infusion of 

cash wages, increased commercial development, and infrastruc-

ture improvements are among the clear markers of economic 

growth. Yet, the arrival of industry does not singularly reconfig-

ure communities, rather it introduces the material conditions 

that emergent and existing classes of people define, negotiate 

and forge into something new. Specifically, this dynamic process 

is being driven by a set of distinct, yet interdependent, catego-

ries of economic producers; entrepreneurs, commercial farmers, 

small holders, wage laborers, farmer-laborers, and a nascent 

merchant class. - Excerpt from, Brad Paul, Factories in the 

Field: Rural Transformation and the Organization of Work in 

Mozambique's Cashew Triangle . 

 

 Number of jobs 

 

Number of jobs 
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% Timeline of time allocation in Nathepo (from 2010 to 2013) 

% Time allocation according to gender (from 2010 to 2013) 
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