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Introduction
Mozambique stands as a testament to perseverance and progress, forging a path to
democracy after years of colonization and conflict. The transformation of its
government system has shaped every facet of civic life, affecting how decisions are
made, laws are enforced, and how citizens interact with their state. For anyone
wishing to truly understand Mozambique, an appreciation of its governmental
system—spanning from the national halls of power to local councils in rural villages—is
fundamental.

This book, Understanding how the Mozambican Government Works: A Guide to the
Mozambican Government System, aims to provide a comprehensive yet accessible
exploration of how Mozambique's government operates in practice. It covers not only
the formal structures described in the country's constitution but also the vital roles
played by political parties, electoral processes, and the inclusion of customary law
traditions. Drawing on recent legal reforms and the evolving landscape of governance,
this guide seeks to clarify both the strengths and complexities of Mozambican
statecraft.

One of the distinguishing features of Mozambique’s government is its adherence to
the principles of separation and interdependence of powers. The Executive,
Legislative, and Judicial branches each have distinct roles but operate in close relation
to ensure balance and prevent abuse of authority. These principles trace back to the
foundations laid by the 1990 constitution and have been reinforced in subsequent
reforms, most notably in the 2004 and 2018 constitutional amendments.

Equally significant is the nation’s journey towards decentralization and democratic
pluralism. Local governance in Mozambique is not merely an administrative necessity,
but a reflection of the drive to empower communities and address the country’s vast
geographic and ethnic diversity. Municipalities and village councils embody efforts to
bring governance closer to the people, adapting to the social, cultural, and economic
realities on the ground.

Throughout this book, readers will discover the intricate mechanisms of lawmaking,
the interplay between state institutions, and the continuing struggle to build an
inclusive, accountable government. From the role of the President to the operation of
district courts and the significance of political parties, each chapter unpacks a crucial
aspect of how Mozambican government functions. In doing so, this guide aspires to be
of use to students, civil servants, development practitioners, and all those interested
in Mozambique’s past, present, and future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Historical Roots of the
Mozambican Government
To understand the structure and functioning of the Mozambican government today,
one must first delve into the rich and complex tapestry of its history. Like many
nations in Africa, Mozambique's contemporary political landscape is deeply shaped by
centuries of external influence and internal struggles, a legacy that stretches from
ancient trading kingdoms to the modern democratic republic. This journey through
time reveals how different eras imposed distinct forms of governance, each leaving an
indelible mark on the institutions and practices that exist presently.

Long before the arrival of European powers, the territory that is now Mozambique was
inhabited by various Bantu-speaking peoples. These communities had their own
established social and political structures, often organised around chiefdoms and, in
some central regions, more centralised states. Trade played a significant role in the
development of these early societies, particularly along the coast where Swahili city-
states flourished, engaging in extensive networks that connected East Africa with the
Arabian Peninsula and Asia, primarily trading in gold and ivory. While these pre-
colonial systems differed significantly from modern statecraft, they represented the
initial forms of organised authority and resource management in the region.

The arrival of the Portuguese in the late 15th century marked a dramatic turning point.
Vasco da Gama's landing in 1498 opened the door to a new era of external control and
exploitation. Initially, Portuguese interest was primarily focused on controlling the
lucrative gold and ivory trade routes. They established trading posts and garrisons
along the coast, such as Sofala and the Island of Mozambique, gradually extending
their influence inland along the Zambezi River. This early colonial presence was often
limited to coastal enclaves and river valleys, coexisting uneasily with existing African
polities.

Over subsequent centuries, the nature of Portuguese involvement evolved. The slave
trade became increasingly significant, profoundly altering social structures and power
dynamics in many areas. By the late 19th century, in the wake of the Berlin
Conference and the "Scramble for Africa," Portugal intensified its efforts to assert
effective control over the entire territory, moving from mere coastal presence to a
more systematic occupation. Facing limited resources, the Portuguese government
often leased vast tracts of land to private chartered companies, which were granted
wide-ranging powers to exploit resources and labour. This system led to widespread
forced labour, harsh taxation, and the confiscation of land, leaving a bitter legacy of
exploitation and resistance among the African population.
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The early 20th century saw Mozambique formally administered as a colony, later
designated an overseas province of Portugal. The Portuguese "New State" (Estado
Novo) regime, established in 1926, consolidated control and further integrated
Mozambique into the Portuguese economy, primarily for the benefit of settlers and
metropolitan Portugal. While there was some development of infrastructure and
administration, it was largely geared towards supporting colonial exploitation, not the
welfare of the African majority. This period was characterised by an authoritarian
paternalism and a deliberate policy of white supremacy, which limited opportunities
for Africans and suppressed any form of political dissent through imprisonment,
deportation, or execution.

This systematic oppression fueled the growth of nationalist sentiments and a desire for
self-determination among Mozambicans. The formal political challenge to Portuguese
rule often originated among those living in exile, including workers and students. In
1962, various anti-colonial political groups united to form the Mozambique Liberation
Front, famously known as Frelimo. Led initially by Eduardo Mondlane, Frelimo
embarked on an armed struggle against the Portuguese in 1964, operating primarily
from the northern regions where Portuguese influence was weakest.

The war of independence was a protracted and often brutal conflict. Despite facing a
significantly better-equipped Portuguese military, Frelimo forces employed guerrilla
tactics and gradually gained control over large areas of the country. The struggle was
not without its internal challenges and political infighting within Frelimo itself. The
turning point came with the Carnation Revolution in Portugal in April 1974, a military
coup that overthrew the Estado Novo regime and led to a rapid shift in Portugal's
colonial policy. Negotiations between Portugal and Frelimo paved the way for
Mozambique's independence.

On June 25, 1975, Mozambique gained full independence, and Frelimo assumed
power, establishing the People's Republic of Mozambique. The initial government, led
by Samora Machel, quickly moved to establish a one-party socialist state, aligning
itself with the Soviet bloc. This new government nationalised key industries and
resources, aiming to build a society based on Marxist-Leninist principles. While policies
aimed at nationalisation and gender equality were introduced, the rapid and sweeping
changes, coupled with a lack of experienced personnel after the departure of most
Portuguese settlers, presented significant challenges.

The transition to a one-party socialist state was not universally accepted and sowed
the seeds for a devastating civil war. The Mozambican National Resistance, or
Renamo, emerged as an anti-communist opposition group, initially supported by the
white minority regimes of Rhodesia and later apartheid South Africa. The civil war,
which lasted from 1977 to 1992, pitted the Frelimo government forces against
Renamo insurgents and resulted in widespread destruction, loss of life, and
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displacement. The conflict exacerbated existing social and economic difficulties and
had a profound impact on the development of the Mozambican state.

The civil war eventually led to a recognition by both sides that a military solution was
not achievable. This paved the way for peace negotiations, culminating in the signing
of the Rome General Peace Accords in October 1992. This landmark agreement not
only ended the fighting but also fundamentally reshaped the Mozambican political
system. A key outcome of the peace accord was the commitment to transition from a
one-party state to a multi-party democracy.

Following the peace agreement, a new constitution was adopted in 1990, even before
the formal end of the civil war. This constitution was a pivotal document, introducing
the concept of a democratic constitutional state based on the separation and
interdependence of powers and political pluralism. It laid the groundwork for the first
multi-party elections, which were held in 1994 under the supervision of a United
Nations peacekeeping force.

The 1990 constitution enshrined fundamental rights and freedoms and established the
framework for the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government, albeit in
a nascent form compared to the system today. It marked a clear departure from the
centralised, party-dominated structure of the one-party state era. While Frelimo won
the first multi-party elections and has remained the dominant political force since
independence, the introduction of a multi-party system allowed for the emergence of
opposition parties and a more competitive political landscape, even if challenges
regarding the fairness of electoral processes have persisted.

Subsequent years saw further developments in Mozambique's constitutional and
governmental framework. The 2004 constitution reaffirmed and deepened the
principles of the democratic rule of law and pluralism. It also led to the establishment
of key institutions like the Constitutional Council, tasked with ensuring the observance
of the constitution and electoral laws. This period also saw initial steps towards
decentralisation, although the pace and extent of transferring power to local levels
would become a significant point of discussion and negotiation in the years to come.

More recently, the 2018 constitutional amendments introduced significant changes,
particularly concerning decentralisation. These amendments allowed for the election
of provincial governors and district administrators, moving away from the previous
system of central government appointment. These reforms were, in part, a response
to ongoing political tensions and demands for greater local autonomy, particularly
from Renamo. The implementation of these changes and the clarification of the
powers of these decentralised bodies remain an evolving process.

Thus, the historical trajectory of Mozambique's government is one of profound
transformation – from diverse pre-colonial systems to centuries of colonial imposition,
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followed by a period of socialist one-party rule, a devastating civil war, and finally, a
transition to a multi-party democratic system. Each phase has contributed to the
complex and layered nature of the Mozambican state today, shaping its institutions,
political culture, and the ongoing quest for effective and inclusive governance.
Understanding this history is crucial for appreciating the context in which the current
governmental system operates.
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