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Early on in the 1900s, colonial authorities in Mozambique were confronted with 

reports of animal trypanosomiasis (animal sleeping sickness), a veterinarian disease 

responsible for the deteriorating health and eventually the death of domestic animals, in 

particular livestock. Elsewhere in Africa, research was already under way as to the causes of 

the disease, methods for diagnosis and cure, as well as to the role of the tsetse fly in the 

transmission of the disease. With two thirds of the land reportedly infested by the tsetse 

and with increasing numbers of cases of infected animals, animal trypanosomiasis was 

gradually considered a problem in Mozambique. The disease was perceived to be partly 

responsible for elements such as the nutrition and health conditions of the African 

population, as well as its spatial distribution, key elements for the reproduction of a much 

sought for labor force. It was also increasingly feared for its effects on the rural economy 

and on African land use and agricultural and animal husbandry practices. But it also was 

considered to have a significant impact on the social and economic conditions of the 

European population and in particular on planned settlement schemes and agricultural 

projects. 

Broadly covering the period between c. 1900 and c. 1950, and following recent 

influential studies on empire, technology and veterinarian science in Africa, this 

presentation will detail how animal trypanosomiasis was gradually perceived as a problem 

by the colonial administration in 20th century Mozambique, the mechanisms that were put 

forth to investigate the extent of the disease as well as solutions debated and implemented 

to fight it. It will look at the institutionalization of a veterinarian health department as well 

as of specific instances designed to fight animal trypanosomiasis. Special attention will be 

paid to the role of foreign specialists in the investigation on animal trypanosomiasis in 

Mozambique, the circulation of scientific knowledge in this matter, regional tensions 

between Mozambique and neighboring territories in the fight against the disease, as well as 

to how this fight had an impact on African populations. All these topics will be discussed 

in the context of Portuguese colonialism in Mozambique.    

 


