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Mozambique is a Southern African tropical country; it forms a 4330 km coastline on the Indian Ocean side. It is one of the

continent’s five former Portuguese colonies, with the economy relying mainly on agriculture and mining.
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Land and Society

Geography

The Republic of Mozambique (Figure 1) is a developing country located on the southeastern coast of Southern Africa 

, occupying 801,590 km   (13,000 km  comprising inner water such as rivers and lakes ).

Figure 1. Map of Mozambique.

The Indian Ocean forms its eastern coastline (4330 km)  and shares its southwestern border with South Africa and

Eswatini (former Swaziland), western with Zimbabwe and Zambia, northwestern with Malawi, and northern with Tanzania

. Its temperatures are higher nearby the coast (25–27 °C during summer and 20–23 °C during winter) and reduce as

one enters the continent .

Mozambique has eleven provinces, including the capital Maputo City . The country’s southern region comprises

Maputo City, Maputo province, Gaza, and Inhambane . Maputo City, with 1,122,607 inhabitants , is the country’s

busiest and most developed area and is relatively multicultural due to the increasing number of people from other
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provinces who study or find work opportunities . The central region comprises Manica, Sofala, Tete, and Zambézia

provinces, and the northern region encompasses Nampula, Cabo Delgado, and Niassa provinces .

The climate is tropical and humid . Mozambique has a dry and rainy season . The locals frequently describe the dry

season as winter because the temperature decreases steadily from mid-April to mid-July and rises until mid-September 

. The rainy season has a peak temperature between December and January  and floods might occur in some areas

(e.g., Chokwe district) .

The rural areas frequently lack pipe water, electricity, and access roads . According to Census 2017, 35% of

Mozambican households have at least one radio and 21.8% have a TV, which is the primary media to disseminate

information and spread awareness throughout the population . The statistics presented show disturbing disparity, not

only regarding access to media but also regarding real estate ownership.

Only 26.4% of the population has cell phones, 4.4–5.3% have personal computers, and 5.8–7% have access to the

internet . Most people with cell phones can hardly afford the prices from the providers . Internet and information

technologies are scarce and irregularly distributed in terms of availability and quality . However, recent statistics show

that internet users are increasing, especially in the Maputo province .

History

Mozambique has a distinctive cultural identity , with a unique and rich culture  inherited from early Bantu settlers with

Arab merchants, Portuguese colonizers, and Indian immigrants, among others. Although secondary orality (written or

graphic records) is the main form of the perpetuation of the population’s collective memory, a significant part of the cultural

identity passes across generations through primary orality (spoken information), using, for instance, proverbs, poems,

nursery rhymes, folk tales, and songs . The scarcity of written records before Portuguese colonialism causes it to be

difficult for scientists to fully grasp the extent of the population’s historical and cultural heritage .

The oldest written records about Mozambique belong to al-Masud, who described the markets of Sofala as a source of

gold . The country’s name came from Mussa ibn Biki, a wealthy merchant and sheik on Mozambique Island . The

first contact between the local population and Portuguese colonizers occurred at the end of the 15th century when Vasco

da Gama stopped in Inhambane while going to India . Then, the visits became more frequent until the Portuguese

finally settled to strengthen the commercial relationship with the locals. Notable explorers include Lourenço Marques and

António Caldeira .

Before Mozambique’s unification, there were empires such as Mutapa  and Gaza , with many accounts of prosperity,

treason, and war. Portugal occupied Mozambique effectively after the Berlin Conference (1884–1885), when European

countries claimed ownership of the African territory  and when Mouzinho de Albuquerque captured Gaza’s emperor

Ngungunhane, the last before Mozambique became a Portuguese Province .

According to Magalhães , when Portugal occupied Mozambique, António Enes ordered Portuguese officers to replace

the traditional leaders and the colony adopted, in 1907, the Minute of the Administrative Reform of Mozambique, which

was initially adopted in the South and later colony-wide. Mozambique had a Governor-General and District Governors with

authority over Administrators. The lowest administrative position was the regulo (small king), a native who dealt directly

with the population. Portugal colonized Mozambique and other territories for longer than other European countries partly

because it assumed the position of the metropolis of a multicontinental country rather than the image of a colonizer.

The war for independence between the Front for Liberation of Mozambique (FRELIMO) and the Portuguese lasted from

1964 to 1974 . After the proclamation of independence on 25 June 1975 , few Portuguese stayed and changed

their nationality to Mozambican. However, most engineers, scientists, and highly skilled people returned to Portugal or

migrated to areas such as Rhodesia (now Zambia and Zimbabwe) or South Africa . The economy struggled because

there was very little qualified labor .

For the following post-independence years (1975–1989), the new government adopted a Marxist–Leninist orientation, with

a single party and centralized rule . However, a 16-year civil war (1976–1992), mostly in rural areas, created a political–

economic destabilization  and production crises until the peace treaty in 1992, when Mozambique transitioned from

state socialism to an increasingly neoliberalist regime . The then rebels, known as the Mozambican National

Resistance (RENAMO), had support from Ian Smith’s Southern Rhodesian and the South African apartheid regime.

RENAMO was primarily dissatisfied with the communist government, in which no citizen could have private property. From

their perspective, it was unfair to live in such conditions after the struggle for independence.
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Despite the problematic post-independence situation, the population was highly motivated to help consolidate the nation’s

pride and sovereignty, primarily due to the charismatic leadership of President Samora Machel . For instance, the

country adhered to the Green Revolution’s agricultural movement, intensifying production, adopting modern machinery,

and using chemical pesticides and fertilizers .

Mozambique’s economy changed from communist to market-oriented, introducing the so-called Economic and Social

Rehabilitation Program (PRES) in 1987 . Sponsored by the International Monetary Fund (IMF), this program

included the regime change to democratic multiparty, modernization of the economy and the mode of production, mass

privatization of the government’s assets, voluminous foreign investment, urban expansion, and improvements in the

healthcare system . According to Langa , other political transitions were post-conflict, after the Peace Treaty in

1992, the multiparty elections in 1994, and the following political decentralization.

The regime change affects social relations, shifting from a closed to an open society . However, Sambo and Guambe

 criticized that despite several Constitution amendments, they aimed to consolidate the new State’s sovereignty, not

necessarily the will of the different social classes. For instance, tribalism and social inequality are still frequent , and

civic space, inclusiveness, and freedom of speech are deteriorating . Aliança Moçambicana da Sociedade Civil C-19

 stated that economic disparity is increasing in Mozambique and worldwide, resulting from an economic system based

on the development and accumulation of capital reliant on the exploration of workers and nature.

Since the millennium started, Mozambique became increasingly aligned with international policies, pursuing the

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), followed by the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), reflected in the

country’s policies, such as the Plan of Activities to Reduce Poverty . Mozambique thrives after a long history of severe

disease outbreaks, geopolitical tension, economic crises, and natural disasters . The Mozambican Constitution has a

specific protocol for an Emergency State , but nobody expected to use it due to a worldwide pandemic.

Population

Figure 2 shows the population of Mozambique from 1990 to 2020. The period presented a constant arithmetic growth

from approximately 12.5 million to almost 30 million citizens .

Figure 2. Mozambican population and population growth from 1975 to 2021. Made by the author based on the data from

The World Bank Group  and World Population Prospects .

The General Population and Housing Census of 2017  indicated 27,909,798 inhabitants (density: 39 inhabitants/km

), but projections from the National Institute of Statistics  estimated 30,832,244 inhabitants by 2021, 65% living in

rural areas (67.2% of the private households), almost equally divided between men (14,885,787) and women

(15,946,457). The northern and central areas are the most populated (Figure 3). The country’s southern area (Maputo

City, Maputo, Gaza, and Inhambane provinces) has approximately 4 million people . There are 6.3 million households

. The steady increase in the population is a significant reason why family planning is essential in Mozambique .

The population pyramid is typical of a developing country, considerably narrowing as one moves bottom–up. The

population is predominantly young , with 16.6–17.6 years as the average age , 53% under 17, and a life

expectancy of 60 years (in 2018) . As for the main age groups: children and adolescents below 15 years old comprise
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46.7% of the population, the group 16–45 years old is 38.5%, followed by 10.2% comprising the 45–59-year old, the

cluster above 60 years old is 4.6% , and above 64 years comprise 3% . The population is growing partly because of

low adherence to family planning . Countrywide, the use of contraceptives decreased from 17% in 2003 to 11.5% in

2011 and increased to 35% in 2019 . If the trend remains, population growth will stabilize.

Culture and Religion

Besides being multicultural, Mozambique is multilingual . It is among the five African countries with Portuguese as its

official language , spoken by 37.7% of the population , used in the anthem, all official documents and

communications, and the National Educational System (SNE) , except in international interactions or specific

educational programs. There are 19 other national languages (Bantu)  (43 considering dialects ), which are

spoken daily in informal settings. Local languages include Makwa, Swahili, Yao, Nyanja, Chuabo, Ndau, Sena, Bitonga,

Changana, and Ronga.

According to da Câmara , the language policy inherited from colonialism disadvantages people who communicate

primarily through non-official languages, considered only a cultural and educational heritage to distinguish the population’s

identity as Mozambican. According to the author and general knowledge, the Portuguese “assimilated” some natives with

their language and culture in late colonialism, distinguishing them as a privileged class.

Figure 3. Mozambican population (a) per province (Made by the author based on the data from INAGE ) and (b) age

pyramid (source: PopulationPyramid.net , under a Creative Commons license CC BY 3.0 IGO). According to the 2017

General Census, the estimated population is 29,496,008 .

Mozambicans are familiar with English because Mozambique is a member of the Commonwealth of Nations , all

bordering countries are English-speaking, the SNE includes basic English classes from 8th to 12th grade, and there is a

high exposure to songs and other multimedia content in English. Most imported products from South Africa have English
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labels. French is not as frequent but is also present in Mozambique and Spanish is also present due to its similarity with

Portuguese and the strong relationship between Mozambique and Cuba and other Spanish-speaking countries. Minor

groups speak other European languages such as Italian, Russian, and Deutsche; Asian languages such as Arabic, Hindu,

Gujarati, Urdu, and Mandarin; and local languages from Nigeria, Somalia, Sudan, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and

Rwanda .

There are matriarchal and patriarchal communities, depending on areas and ethnic groups . The country seems

predominantly patriarchal, but the northern provinces are mainly matriarchal . Post-independence factors such as

migration—especially inter-regional—and interethnic or intertribal marriages probably affect these social systems.

According to Mutiua , since the early 1990s, the existing religions have expanded substantially in infrastructure and

there have been new congregations or other religious institutions. Table 1 shows that the number of believers between

2007 and 2017 increased, especially the followers of Pentecostal evangelic churches , with a 2.4% increase.

However, the Catholic church suffered a reduction in the percentage of followers. These trends are not surprising,

considering their approaches to faith. Pentecostal churches frequently promise prosperity to their followers as a divine

reward for their offers to the congregation; such offers are enough to reinvest in their infrastructures and communication

channels and attract more followers and resources .

Table 1. Percentage of followers of different religions in Mozambique in 2007 and 2017. Source: Adapted from Mutiua .

Religion
Percentage of Followers (%)

2007 2017

Catholic 28.8 27.2

Islam 17.9 18.9

Evangelic 10.9 15.3

Other * 18.7 13.9

* Hindus, atheists, agnostics, followers of local traditional religions, and more.

Regarding Islam, the increased number of followers might relate to the fact that men in Mozambique have to join the

religion when marrying a Muslim woman and, consequently, their children are born as Muslims. On the other hand, when

the man is Muslim, and the woman is from another religion, she frequently converts or does not prevent the children from

being raised as Muslims. Both situations favor the expansion of Islam in Mozambique.

There are also followers and practitioners of local belief systems and spiritual practices. This group is possibly the most

diverse because some can simultaneously follow the Judaic-Christian religions. Salite  studied farmers’ beliefs in the

Gaza province; most seemed to practice or follow cults of nature and ancestors. It is well-known in Mozambique that

some people have spiritual beliefs related to animals, such as snakes and some birds, associating them with ancestors or

protector spirits for crops or sacred woods . It is hard to know how many people belong to this group for several

reasons, including a stigma and fear of traditional spiritual practices, leading some followers not to admit it publicly, and

the lack of official congregations or equivalent to represent them. There is AMETRAMO (Association of Mozambican

Traditional Healers) , but it is a syndicate rather than a religious group. The unfortunate discrimination of the traditional

healers prevents the local authorities from harnessing their untapped potential, particularly regarding ethnobotanics .
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