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Abstract 

This thesis examines how colonial rule and decolonization shaped post-independence governance 

and political continuity in the case of Mozambique, in order to understand how these longer 

historical processes contributed to later public distrust and political contestation. Using a 

historically grounded qualitative case study based on document analysis, the study traces the 

relationship between colonial state structures, the transfer of power at independence, postcolonial 

state formation, and the emergence of contested legitimacy in the post-war period. The analysis 

draws primarily on postcolonial state formation as its main theoretical framework, supported by 

coloniality and legitimacy/authority as secondary theoretical framework lenses. The main 

argument lies in the assumption that independence did not fully transform the institutional logics 

through which power had been organized, but transferred control over a centralized and unevenly 

embedded state to a new ruling elite. Both colonial inheritances and armed liberation’s 

organizational logic shaped the framework around Mozambique’s post-independence order, as 

both contributed to strong party rule, selective inclusion and fragile legitimacy over time. Public 

distrust and political contestation are therefore understood as connected historically grounded 

responses to a postcolonial political order marked by continuity, centralisation of power, and 

currently unresolved exclusions. 
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ACRONYMS 

FRELIMO - Frente de Libertação de Moçambique (Mozambique Liberation Front) 

RENAMO - Resistência Nacional Moçambicana (Mozambican National Resistance) 
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Introduction 

 

 The relationship between colonial rule and post-independence governance remains one of the 

most important and contested questions in the study of post-colonial states. With political 

independence as a decisive historical moment, marking the end of external domination it should 

ideally lead to the beginning of sovereign self-government, yet “One of the most powerful myths 

of the twentieth century was the notion that the elimination of colonial administrations amounted 

to the decolonization of the world.” (Grosfoguel, 2011). In the case of many former colonies 

independence did not lead to the creation of inclusive and accountable political institutions, as “the 

particular characteristics of those states were consequences of the sequence, not merely the 

sovereignty” (Cooper, 2002, p.5). Instead, post-colonial governance frequently developed through 

significant institutional continuity, centralized authority, and the persistence of coercive state 

practices as “Rulers in these situations were likely to fall back on (…) institutions of state inherited 

from the colonial regime” (Cooper, 2005, p.9). The sature of this relationship raises a broader 

question about whether decolonization transformed the state itself, or whether it merely transferred 

control over inherited structures of power (that already weren’t built with an inclusive or 

democratic mindset) to new political elites. 

 

In the pursuit of exploring this said relationship, Mozambique provides a particularly relevant case 

through which to examine this problem. “When FRELIMO started the anti-colonial 

war against Portugal, the liberation front’s primary objective was to liberate 

Mozambique” so as a former portuguese colony, Mozambique emerged from colonial rule under 

conditions shaped by extraction of labour and resources, political domination, and highly 

centralized administration. Mozambique’s independence, achieved in 1975, represented a formal 

rupture from colonial rule but it did not automatically produce a more democratic system in which 

power and participation were more broadly shared, “due to the colonial system and the exodus of 

the Portuguese population after independence, Mozambique lacked a landed elite, a powerful 

commercial bourgeoisie (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p. 2). Since its independence Mozambique 

has been marked by dramatic and political economic changes, with democracy and liberalisation 

introduced to end the civil was and create legitimacy but creating instead more ambivalent effects 

(Sumich, 2007, p.1) and this “democratisation process, contrary to its expressed intent, has resulted 

in Mozambique’s ruling elite distancing itself increasingly from those who were once a bastion of 

the regime.” (Sumich, 2007, p. 3). Considering these ideas, rather than viewing post-independence 

difficulties simply as just a result of domestic failure, this thesis starts from the assumption that 

the nature of colonial rule and the conditions of decolonization played a significant role in shaping 

the institutions, political logics, and power relations that followed into the present day with 

democratisation functioning as “a way for ruling elites to hold power, and for insurgent elites to 
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gain access to the networks of power” (Sumich, 2007, p. 8). Particulary in the case of Mozambique, 

focusing more on insurgent elites as “due to the colonial system and the exodus of the Portuguese 

population after independence, Mozambique lacked a landed elite, a powerful commercial 

bourgeoisie, or many of the other factors (…) thereby leaving the party as the dominant social 

force (…) when Frelimo first assumed power they became both the state and the nation” (Sumich 

& Honwana, 2007, p. 2). In this sense the Mozambican case is not only important in its own right 

but also as a part of a wider pattern visible across several (if not all) former European colonies. 

 

The relevance of this topic is both of empirical and theoretical nature. Empirically, Mozambique 

offers an opportunity to investigate how colonial structures were carried into the post-colonial 

period, how power and political authority were redistributed after independence, and how these 

processes have affected later forms of governance up until the present day. Theoretically, the 

Mozambican case contributes to debates on post-colonial state formation, institutional continuity, 

elite consolidation, and political legitimacy, inviting a closer examination of how states that are 

built for control rather than representation may continue to shape governance long after formal 

decolonization has taken place. As Cooper states “What departing colonial powers (…) left to their 

successors was a development project they themselves had not been able to bring to fruition” 

(Cooper, 2005, p.8). Which raises important questions about the limits of independence as a 

transformative political moment when the institutional foundations remain unequal or 

exclusionary, “creating a system that excluded and alienated large sections of the population 

leaving it vulnerable to crisis” (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p. 1). 

 

If independence is commonly understood as the beginning of self-determination, why has it so 

often failed to generate more inclusive and accountable systems of governance in post-colonial 

contexts? In the case of Mozambique, this question becomes especially pressing when considering 

the possibility that colonial institutions did not disappear at independence, but instead 

“shapeshifted” and survived in an altered form, particularly if we consider how even in early stages 

“liberation front also functioned as a proto-state engaged in a variety of governing strategies” 

(Panzer, 2015, p.339). From this perspective, and considering existing signals of “early 

bureaucratizing impulse to establish the legitimacy of the liberation front” (Panzer, 2015, p.339), 

the end of Portuguese rule may therefore be understood not only as a process of liberation, but also 

as a moment in which inherited structures of domination were adapted by post-colonial political 

actors. Therefore the issue is not simply whether colonialism affected present day governance in 

Mozambique, but how it mattered, through which institutions, and with what long-term political 

or social consequences. 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine how colonial rule and decolonization shaped post-

independence governance and political continuity in Mozambique, with particular attention to 

whether the colonial state left behind institutional arrangements and governing practices that 
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facilitated the concentration of political power after independence. The focus is therefore not 

limited to the formal transfer of sovereignty, but extends to the deeper question of how political 

authority was organized, inherited, adapted, and legitimized across the transition from colonial to 

post-colonial rule. By tracing these processes historically, the thesis seeks to explain how longer-

term patterns of governance and continuity contributed to the conditions under which public 

distrust and political contestation later emerged. 

 

Research Question: How did the nature of colonial rule and the process of decolonization 

shape post-independence governance and political continuity in Mozambique? 

 

The title points to public distrust and political contestation as the main political problem today, but 

the approach is actually a historical one. It looks at how colonial rule, and decolonization both 

ended up shaping post-independence governance and political continuity in Mozambique. So 

public distrust and political contestation are not just treated as things that exist in the present, but 

as outcomes that can only really be understood through the much longer history of political 

authority, institutional continuity, and contested rule. 

 

To answer the research question, this thesis considers several related issues, starting by examining 

which institutions and practices were inherited from the colonial state, and then going into 

exploring how power was redistributed at the moment of independence and how this influenced 

the consolidation of political authority, while also considering how these legacies are reflected in 

existing survey data, secondary accounts of public perception, and later forms of political 

contestation. In this way, the analysis connects historical state formation and political continuity 

to the contemporary problem of public distrust. 

 

This thesis adopts a document-based, historically grounded qualitative case study approach, 

drawing on both secondary literature and primary written sources to look into these issues more 

closely and examine the formal structures of rule, institutional continuity, and the historical 

conditions under which public distrust and political contestation ended up emerging in 

Mozambique. The goal is to also move beyond accounts that just describe post-independence 

governance, and instead link institutional analysis to bigger questions about legitimacy, power, 

and historical continuity. This thesis does not try to reduce Mozambique's political development 

to a single cause, or claim that colonial legacies fully explain all current political outcomes. Rather, 

it argues that colonial rule and decolonization actually created important conditions that shaped 

how post-independence governance ended up developing in ways that still deserve much closer 

analysis. 

 

This thesis is also carefully limited in its scope. It does not try to give a full political history of 

Mozambique, nor does it claim to explain each dimension of state weakness, repression, or 
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democratic fragility in the post-independence period. Instead it focuses specifically on the 

relationship between colonial state structures, the transition to independence, and the consolidation 

of political power that followed. It’s this narrower focus that makes it possible to investigate the 

long-term effects of colonial forms of rule in the historical specificity of the Mozambican case. 

 

The broader contribution of the study lies in connecting historical institutional analysis with post-

colonial concerns about domination, continuity, and political authority, whilst examining how 

colonial structures may persist beyond formal independence. It also aims to contribute to a more 

nuanced understanding of how post-colonial governance emerges not only from liberation 

struggles and domestic political choices but also from institutional inheritances that constrain, 

shape, and sometimes reproduce relations of power, considering how “The colonial heritage left 

the country with a small elite” (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.22). 

 

The thesis is structured as follows. The next chapter reviews the relevant literature on colonial 

governance, decolonization, post-colonial state formation, and political continuity, with particular 

attention to Mozambique and comparable post-colonial contexts. The methodology chapter then 

outlines the research design, source selection, and limitations of the study. This is followed by a 

theoretical framework presenting the concepts and perspectives used to analyse inherited 

institutions, political authority, and post-colonial governance. The analysis chapters then examine 

the colonial state in Mozambique, the process of decolonization and redistribution of power, the 

shaping of post-independence governance and political continuity, and the conditions under which 

questions of legitimacy, public distrust, and political contestation later emerged. The conclusion 

chapter then answers the research question and reflects on the wider implications of the case. 

 

Taken together, this thesis starts from the argument that independence does not necessarily 

dismantle the structures through which domination has historically been organized, “We cannot 

think of decolonization in terms of conquering power over the juridical-political boundaries of a 

state” (Grosfoguel, 2011, p. From Global Colonialism to Global Coloniality, para.1). In the 

particular case of Mozambique “since independence power has primarily been located in the 

Frelimo party, not in supposedly neutral state structures” (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.22). 

Focusing on the case of Mozambique and how the transition from colonial rule to sovereignty may 

have altered who held power without fundamentally transforming the institutional foundations 

through which power operated, with a “legacy of a war that dominated the period between 

independence and multiparty democracy, and a post-war settlement that failed to address 

adequately the question of state legitimacy” (Pearce, 2020, p. 791). By investigating that 

possibility, this project seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of post-colonial governance 

and the enduring political consequences of colonial rule. 
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Literature Review 

Scope and Focus    

This chapter will examine how scholarship has approached the relationship between colonial rule, 

decolonization, postcolonial state formation, and political continuity, with a particular focus on 

Mozambique. Rather than treating these as separate historical moments, the whole point is to treat 

them like connected processes, where institutions, political authority, and kinds of public 

legitimacy and public confidence were shaped across the shift from colonial to postcolonial rule. 

Instead of focusing on just what changed when independence arrived, this chapter will also turn to 

what kinds of state structures, governing logics, and political hierarchies persisted, adapted, or 

were reworked after the end of formal colonial rule, shaping public trust. 

 

The chapter begins with a focus on broader literature on colonial governance and inherited state 

forms in Africa before it narrows toward Mozambique through work on decolonization, liberation 

politics, and post-independence state formation. From there, it turns to scholarship on party-state 

consolidation, legitimacy, and contested public authority in the postcolonial and post-war periods, 

with a central concern to read Mozambique’s political development historically rather than as a 

series of disconnected episodes. 

 

Colonial rule and inherited state structures 

Across Africa colonial states were not built to integrate territories in a balanced way or to create 

deep social citizenship, but instead to secure order, extract resources, and control access between 

territory and the outside world (Cooper, 2005, pp.4-5; Cooper, 2002, pp.5-6). Its institutions left 

behind at independence were already marked by centralization, coercion, uneven incorporation, 

and a narrow economic logic. In that sense, the colonial state was not simply a background 

condition, it set important limits on what later states could inherit, transform, or overcome (Cooper, 

2005, pp.3-4). 

Cooper’s notion avoids treating colonialism as a single fixed model, instead, he argues that 

colonial authority was uneven, improvised, and often surprisingly weak beyond a few strategic 

zones, even where its coercive power was devastating at moments of conquest (Cooper, 2005, pp. 

2-4). Colonial rule could terrorize, defeat armies, and destroy villages, but routinizing power across 

large territories was much harder, particularly where populations were dispersed and where local 

social networks gave people ways to evade direct control (Cooper, 2005, p.1, 4). This is an 

important starting point for Mozambique, where colonial rule was never evenly embedded across 
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the territory and where different regions were incorporated into the colonial economy in sharply 

different ways (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp. 5-6). 

From a more broad point of view, colonial governance was structured around a basic contradiction 

where european powers wanted labor, revenue, and exports, but were generally unwilling to fund 

the kind of infrastructure or administrative reach that would have produced more integrated 

territorial economies (Cooper, 2005, pp. 3-5). As a result, many coloniais regimes relied on a thin 

architecture of rule with a few ports, rail corridors, administrative centres, and selected 

intermediaries in the countryside (Cooper, 2005, p. 5; Cooper, 2002, p.5). What emerged from this 

was what Cooper calls a “gatekeeper” pattern, in which the state’s greatest capacity lay at the 

points where goods, people, and revenue moved in and out of the territory (Cooper, 2005, pp. 3-4; 

Cooper, 2002, pp. 5-6) and this meant that colonial states were often strongest at the coast and at 

export nodes, while much of the interior was governed more selectively and indirectly. 

Colonial economies were typically organized around narrow channels of export production and 

taxation, not around the development of broad internal markets or socially embedded public 

institutions (Cooper, 2005, pp. 3-4). Revenue was concentrated at ports through import and export 

duties, while communications networks were designed less to connect societies internally than to 

move commodities outward along limited corridors (Cooper, 2005, p. 3). In practice, this produced 

economies that were externally oriented and internally fragmented, with only weak linkages 

between regions, sectors, and populations (Cooper, 2005, pp. 3-4). The importance of this for later 

state formation is hard to overstate, because newly independent governments did not inherit 

integrated national economies. They inherited narrow administrative and economic structures 

whose strongest capacities were already concentrated at the gate between domestic territory and 

the wider world (Cooper, 2002, pp.3-4). 

Cooper highlights that colonial governments across Africa repeatedly sought cheap remedies to 

the problem of labor mobilization, and in Portuguese Africa especially this included forced labor 

for public works and settler production (Cooper, 2005, p.4). Low wages, coercive recruitment, and 

administrative compulsion did not build integrated labor markets; they more often encouraged 

evasion, flight, and a continuing search by colonized populations for distance from direct state 

demands (Cooper, 2005, pp.2-5). Colonial states therefore depended not only on violence in the 

spectacular sense, but on ordinary coercive arrangements that kept labor cheap, rights limited, and 

accumulation externally oriented, which is one reason the inherited colonial state cannot be 

understood as a neutral administrative shell. 

Mozambique fits this broader picture, but it also has its own distinctive features, Sumich and 

Honwana note that despite Portugal’s very long formal presence, effective colonial control for 

much of that history was limited to coastal enclaves, trading posts, and concessionary 

arrangements, which helped entrench enduring regional variation in how different parts of 
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Mozambique were economically and politically incorporated (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.2-3). 

Colonial rule tightened more decisively under Salazar after 1932, when the Estado Novo sought 

to bind the colonies more closely to the metropole and to reinforce white settlement and 

metropolitan control (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.5). Neto and Serrano note that much of the 

historiography has seen Estado Novo as an authoritarian, conservative regime with clear fascist 

elements inspired by Mussolini, and they draw on authors who prefer to speak of “fascisation” 

rather than fascism tout court (Neto & Serrano, 2024, pp. 200–202). And even under this tighter, 

authoritarian order, however, this was not a project of inclusive development, Africans were 

systematically deprived of resources, while the colonial order worked to sustain white privilege 

and a racially stratified social hierarchy (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.5) 

Sumich and Honwana describe the assimilado category as a tiny indigenous petty bourgeoisie 

granted limited privileges in return for legal and cultural conformity to the colonial order, including 

loyalty to the state, Portuguese language use, and the abandonment of African beliefs and practices 

officially deemed incompatible with “civilization” (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.5-6). This social 

architecture of portuguese colonialism in Mozambique also reveals how hierarchy was 

institutionalized. Assimilados could gain exemptions from forced labor and somewhat better 

access to education, urban residence, employment, and civil law, but these privileges remained 

tightly restricted and did not remove the racial ceiling on real mobility (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, 

p.7). The system therefore worked less as a route to inclusion than as a mechanism for disciplined 

partial incorporation, and produced a narrow intermediary stratum while preserving the wider 

colonial hierarchy intact. This is where a lighter engagement with Grosfoguel becomes useful as 

his argument is that colonial rule should not be reduced to economic extraction alone, because it 

also organized authority, labor, knowledge, and social worth through interconnected hierarchies 

that outlived formal colonial administrations (Grosfoguel, 2011). Used cautiously, that insight 

helps illuminate Portuguese Mozambique, where the colonial state did not simply extract labor 

and taxes, but also classified populations, ranked cultural practices, and tied access to rights to 

proximity to European norms (Grosfoguel, 201; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.5-6). In 

Mozambique, the distinction between assimilado and indígena, and the split between civil and 

customary legal treatment, reflected exactly this broader politics of hierarchy rather than a merely 

administrative distinction (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.6). 

In Mozambique, colonial rule did not produce a single uniformly administered national space, but 

rather a territorially fragmented order in which some regions were more closely tied to migrant 

labor systems, some to plantation and concessionary economies, and others to relatively weak state 

penetration (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.5-7). That mattered politically as well as economically, 

because it meant that colonial experiences differed across the country and so did the forms of 

grievance, opportunity, and elite formation that emerged from them (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, 
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pp.6-7). Later conflicts over nationhood, authority, and regional exclusion seem therefore shaped 

by this colonial patterns of uneven incorporation already built into the territory. 

When it comes to the weakness of African access to the upper levels of the state, Sumich and 

Honwana stress that when independence arrived, Mozambique lacked many of the social groups 

that comparative theories of state formation often assume, such as a landed elite or a powerful 

domestic bourgeoisie, and the colonial bureaucracy had made little serious effort to Africanize its 

upper ranks (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.4, 7). The departure of the Portuguese settler and 

professional population after independence therefore produced not just a political rupture, but an 

administrative vacuum, because much of the managerial and technical apparatus had been 

monopolized under colonial rule (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.7). This helps explain why the 

postcolonial state would become so heavily fused with FRELIMO: the inherited state was too 

shallow, too exclusionary, and too socially narrow to stand apart as a broadly rooted national 

institution (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.2-7). 

Cooper’s work makes clear that colonial states were often highly centralized in fiscal and 

administrative logic while remaining weak in social reach and territorial integration (Cooper, 2005, 

pp.3-4; Cooper, 2002, pp.5). Mozambique illustrates this as a colonial state was centralized in 

authority, hierarchical in legal and racial ordering, and coercive in labor practices, yet it still left 

behind an unevenly governed territory with few internal linkages and limited institutional depth 

outside strategic nodes (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.5-7; Cooper, 2005, pp. 3-4).  

Taken together, the literature suggests that colonialism in Mozambique left more a state marked 

by narrow channels of extraction, coercive labor practices, rigid hierarchy, and highly uneven 

incorporation across both territory and population (Cooper, 2005, pp.3-4; Sumich & Honwana, 

2007, pp.5-7). It also left behind institutions whose strongest capacities were concentrated in 

central authority and external mediation rather than in broad social integration or territorially 

balanced governance (Cooper, 2002, pp.5-6; Cooper, 2005, pp.3-5). The postcolonial state did not 

begin from a blank slate rather it emerged from na already “tainted” colonial order whose 

structures already made domination easier than inclusion. 

 

Decolonization and the transfer of power 

Decolonization is often treated as if its meaning was simple, colonial rule ending, sovereignty is 

achieved, and a new national state begins, but the literature suggests a more complicated picture. 

Cooper argues that the standard division between colonial and postcolonial history often distorts 

the process, because institutions, political claims, and social expectations were already being 

reshaped before formal independence and continued to change afterward (Cooper, 2002, pp.4-5). 
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He treats political independence as historically consequential but also insists that the shift from 

colony to nation-state did not produce a single uniform break in social and political life, since 

different institutions, conflicts, and aspirations changed at different rhythms before and after 

sovereignty itself (Cooper, 2002, pp.4-6). That starting point matters as it unsettles any impulsive 

assumption that independence automatically meant transformation. Colonial rule hadn’t ended yet 

the structures through which power operated were already being contested, reshaped, and partially 

reworked before formal decolonization, while many of their limits persisted afterward (Cooper, 

2002, pp.4-6).  

This tension becomes clearer when independence is placed in the wider political context of the 

postwar era in Africa. Cooper shows that the decade after World War II opened up multiple 

political trajectories, as colonial powers experimented with developmental reforms and African 

movements used new institutional openings to escalate demands for equality, participation, and 

social change (Cooper, 2005, pp.3-7).  In his account, the mid‑1950s marked a turning point: cost–

benefit analyses and growing pressures from strikes, veterans’ organisations, trade unions, and 

political parties made devolution of power to territorially bounded nation-states increasingly 

attractive to colonial rulers, while African elites learned how to harness nationalist language to 

manage and contain these mobilisations (Cooper, 2005, pp. 5-7; Cooper, 2002, pp.4-5).  

Decolonisation therefore did not simply realise a pre-given nationalist destiny; it closed down a 

wider field of postwar possibilities and produced gatekeeper states that inherited narrow, externally 

oriented infrastructures and used territorial sovereignty to channel and limit social pressures 

(Cooper, 2005, pp.4-6; Cooper, 2002, pp.3-5). 

Given all this trying to describe decolonization as either full liberation or mere elite transfer seems 

to be too surface level. Cooper’s concept of the gatekeeper state shows that colonial regimes had 

concentrated power at the interface between territory and the outside world, especially through 

trade, taxation, and control over access, while remaining much weaker in their capacity to 

transform social life in a broad and even way (Cooper, 2005, pp.3-5). After independence, new 

governments inherited these narrow structures rather than replacing them with fully integrated 

national economies or widely dispersed political authority - Cooper emphasizes that late colonial 

development had already raised popular expectations without overcoming the export dependence 

and institutional fragility that limited meaningful transformation (Cooper, 2002, pp 4-6). In that 

sense, the transfer of power often meant the nationalization of control over the gate rather than the 

dismantling of the gatekeeping logic itself. Much of the struggle in the postcolonial period 

therefore turned on who controlled these restricted channels of revenue, patronage, and political 

access (Cooper, 2005, pp.7-9). 

Mozambique belongs within this broader pattern but it also complicates any interpretation that 

reduces decolonization to simple elite succession, Panzer shows that FRELIMO did not merely 
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wait to inherit sovereignty from Portugal, because during the 1960s it pursued legitimacy through 

forms of early statecraft in Tanzania and in the liberated zones of northern Mozambique (Panzer, 

2015, pp.324-325). Schools, hospitals, refugee administration, and related institutions helped the 

movement distinguish itself from Portuguese colonial rule and present itself as a credible political 

alternative, and in Panzer’s reading, these efforts gave liberation a practical dimension, since 

FRELIMO was trying not only to destroy colonial authority but also to demonstrate that it could 

organize and govern under wartime conditions (Panzer, 2015, pp.325, 332-333). The transfer of 

power in Mozambique therefore cannot be understood only as a change in personnel. Political 

authority was being built in practice before independence formally arrived, and that gave the 

liberation struggle a much deeper institutional significance (Panzer, 2015, pp.332-333). 

At the same time, Panzer does not present FRELIMO’s rise as a democratic refounding of politics 

in any broad sense, but rather he emphasizes that the movement’s search for legitimacy unfolded 

amid internal rivalries, regional tensions, and ideological conflict, which made unity both a 

necessary political language and a deeply contested objective (Panzer, 2015, pp.326-327). The 

rhetoric of unity strengthened the anti-colonial struggle, but it also narrowed the political space 

within the movement itself. Panzer argues that the institutional forms developed by FRELIMO 

already contained centralizing tendencies, especially where disciplined leadership and controlled 

participation were treated as necessary to the war effort (Panzer, 2015, pp.334-335). Some of the 

postcolonial state’s authoritarian possibilities were therefore rooted not only in what happened 

after 1975, but also in the organizational habits formed during the struggle for independence 

(Panzer, 2015, pp.334-335). 

Decolonization was a real rupture, because portuguese rule was overthrown through anti-colonial 

struggle and because FRELIMO built genuine legitimacy through political mobilization, sacrifice, 

and institution-building (Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325). Yet it was also marked by continuity, since 

the new state emerged within inherited structures of centralized authority and external dependence 

that did not disappear with formal sovereignty. Cooper’s broader argument makes this especially 

clear, showing that postcolonial African states inherited gatekeeper structures from late colonial 

rule and continued to concentrate economic and political power in narrow channels at the interface 

between domestic society and the outside world (Cooper, 2002, pp.5-6). Grosfoguel sharpens the 

point from a wider decolonial perspective when he argues that juridical independence does not 

automatically dismantle deeper hierarchies of power and knowledge (Grosfoguel, 2011). 

Taken together, these readings suggest that decolonization in Mozambique was historically 

decisive without ever being total, it transferred sovereignty into African hands, but it did so through 

political forms and structural constraints that ensured liberation remained unfinished from the 

outset (Cooper, 2005, pp. 7-9). 
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Postcolonial state formation in Mozambique 

Postcolonial state formation in Mozambique did not begin merely only with the formal transfer of 

sovereignty in 1975 as, rather some of its institutional and political foundations were already being 

laid during the liberation struggle, as FRELIMO developed forms of “early statecraft” in Tanzania 

and in the liberated zones of Cabo Delgado and Niassa through refugee administration, schools, 

hospitals, and broader day-to-day interaction with Mozambicans (Panzer, 2015, pp. 324-325). This 

wartime experience became especially significant after independence, when the movement entered 

power in a context where colonial rule had left behind a weak social and administrative base, 

pushing FRELIMO into a position in which it increasingly functioned as both the main political 

organization and the core of the new state itself (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p. 2). 

Seen from this perspective, independence was not simply the moment when a nationalist 

movement captured an already existing state, just as Panzer’s account suggests that instead 

FRELIMO had already begun to present itself as a credible governing force by translating 

revolutionary claims into practical institutions, while Sumich and Honwana show that the 

weakness of the inherited colonial apparatus made this prior experience especially important once 

sovereignty was achieved (Panzer, 2015, pp. 324-325; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp. 2, 7-8). In 

other words, the postcolonial state emerged not just from anti-colonial victory but also from the 

combination of liberation-era experimentation and the institutional gap left by portuguese 

colonialism. 

It seems then natural that egitimacy occupies such a central place in the literature. Panzer argues 

that FRELIMO needed not only to fight Portugal but also to distinguish itself from colonial rule 

by offering a “viable revolutionary and humanitarian alternative,” and it was precisely through the 

creation of schools, hospitals, and other institutions that the movement could begin to claim that 

legitimacy in visible form (Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325). Yet the later literature complicates any 

straightforward reading of that legitimacy, since Sumich and Honwana emphasize that 

FRELIMO’s broad national claims rested on a social base that was narrower and more regionally 

uneven than party discourse suggested, especially because the liberation struggle had been 

concentrated in the north while much of the leadership came from the south (Sumich & Honwana, 

2007, pp.2-3). 

Panzer shows that the institutional work carried out during the struggle mattered politically 

because it helped FRELIMO appear as more than a military organization, while Sumich and 

Honwana make clear that, after independence, this symbolic capital fed into a system in which the 

blending of party, state, and nation became official policy, with the state subordinated to the party 

and the armed forces treated as defenders of the revolution embodied by FRELIMO (Panzer, 2015, 

p.325; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.2). State formation in Mozambique therefore developed 
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around a model in which political authority was tied more closely to the historical legitimacy of 

the liberation front rather than to the separation of party and state institutions. 

At the same time, the liberation struggle had already given this authority a particular organizational 

character. Panzer stresses that wartime conditions pushed FRELIMO toward discipline, unity, and 

centralized coordination, since mass participation in any pluralist sense was constrained by war, 

distance, illiteracy, and the urgency of survival (Panzer, 2015, pp.333-334). When this is read 

together with Sumich and Honwana’s argument that FRELIMO entered independence in a country 

with very few trained personnel and severe administrative weakness after the portuguese exodus, 

it becomes easier to see why centralization appeared not simply as ideological preference but as a 

practical condition of rule (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.7-8). Panzer explicitly describes 

FRELIMO as a “proto-state,” pointing to its role in promoting literacy and providing basic health 

services even before independence, while also noting that these activities unfolded within a 

militarized political structure that limited broader participation (Panzer, 2015, pp.333-334). 

Sumich and Honwana, meanwhile, show that after 1975 the new government tried to expand 

intervention rapidly across society, but did so in a setting where the shortage of administrators, 

managers, and technical staff made implementation extremely difficult from the outset (Sumich & 

Honwana, 2007, pp.7-8). On one side, FRELIMO entered power with a genuine reservoir of 

liberation legitimacy and with some prior experience of governing in wartime conditions, on the 

other, it faced sovereignty with an administrative capacity far weaker than its transformative 

ambitions required (Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325, 334; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.7-8).  

Panzer’s discussion of institutional development during the struggle is especially useful here given 

how it shows that legitimacy did not depend on universal provision. FRELIMO’s schools, 

hospitals, and refugee institutions were limited by money, mobility, and personnel, and could only 

reach a fraction of the people they were supposed to serve; nevertheless, Panzer argues that these 

limited institutional achievements still mattered because they offered visible proof of commitment 

and helped establish a reciprocal relationship between provision and loyalty (Panzer, 2015, pp.332-

333). This point connects closely to Sumich and Honwana’s later argument that symbolic and 

organizational strength could coexist with weak social incorporation, since a state may claim 

authority and even command loyalty in some areas while still failing to embed itself broadly and 

evenly across society (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-3). 

The same contradiction shaped the socialist project that followed independence, as Sumich and 

Honwana show that the turn toward Marxism-Leninism and “scientific socialism” was tied to an 

effort to remake Mozambique as a modern industrial nation rather than a subordinate provider of 

labor and services to neighboring states, and this project depended on a belief that the party should 

direct social transformation from above (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.8-9). Panzer’s analysis 

helps explain why this did not come from nowhere, since his account of liberation-era statecraft 
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already shows FRELIMO linking institutional practice, ideological formation, and political 

legitimacy in ways that blurred the boundary between governing and social transformation 

(Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325, 331-335). 

This overlap becomes even clearer with FRELIMO’s attempt to create the “Novo Homem” (new 

man) as Sumich and Honwana argue that the “new man” was imagined as a decisive break with 

feudal, colonial, and bourgeois forms of life, and that this ideal stood at the center of early socialist 

nation-building (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.9). In that sense, postcolonial state formation was 

not just about building ministries or extending territorial control, but also about reshaping social 

values, everyday conduct, and ideas of citizenship - an ambition that had already been 

foreshadowed during the liberation struggle, when FRELIMO tied education, health work, and 

political consciousness to the moral purpose of the movement itself (Panzer, 2015, pp.330-335). 

Yet the social basis of this transformative project remained limited, Sumich and Honwana trace 

the cohesion of the ruling elite to the assimilado experience and to a shared modernizing worldview 

that gave the leadership unusual internal unity, but they also stress that this made the party 

increasingly distinct from much of the wider population rather than organically representative of 

it (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.6-10). Panzer’s work points in a similar direction when he notes 

that unity was a constant aspiration in FRELIMO’s discourse partly because the movement itself 

was marked by internal division, rivalry, and the ongoing need to secure loyalty under unstable 

conditions rather than simply resting on an already unified national base (Panzer, 2015, pp.326-

327, 338-339). 

These tensions were especially pronounced in the countryside as Sumich and Honwana show that 

rural Mozambique became a major target of socialist transformation, but also that state policy often 

rested on deeply simplified views of peasant life, with investment heavily concentrated in state 

farms and with rural hardship worsened by the collapse of trade networks after the Portuguese 

exodus (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.10). If Panzer’s account helps explain why FRELIMO saw 

visible institutional provision as essential to legitimacy, the post-independence record described 

by Sumich and Honwana shows how dangerous it became when the state attempted sweeping 

transformation without being able to deliver material improvements with the same effectiveness 

(Panzer, 2015, pp. 332-333; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.10). The communal village programme 

illustrates this particularly well, Sumich and Honwana note that villagers were promised health 

clinics, education, and water, but that these services often did not arrive or were not sustained, 

while coercion was increasingly used when persuasion failed (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, p.11). 

This echoes Panzer’s observation that coercion could form part of FRELIMO’s political strategy 

but could also undermine the humanitarian legitimacy on which the movement depended, since 

force might produce compliance while simultaneously chipping away at broader loyalty (Panzer, 

2015, p.333). 
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What emerges from these accounts is not a simple picture of either successful nation-building or 

straightforward authoritarian imposition but rather, the literature points to a state that drew real 

authority from liberation, from wartime institution-building, and from the organizational cohesion 

of FRELIMO, yet also generated forms of exclusion and alienation where centralization outpaced 

social incorporation and promised transformation was not matched by durable delivery (Panzer, 

2015, pp.324-325, 332-335; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.2-3, 10-11). This is also why the 

distinction between party strength and state strength matters so much in Mozambique’s case. 

Panzer shows a liberation movement that became increasingly effective at linking institutional 

practice to legitimation, but Sumich and Honwana argue that what proved most durable over time 

was often the cohesion of the party rather than the depth of the state’s rootedness across society 

(Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325, 339-340; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-4). State formation in 

Mozambique was thus never only about constructing authority, it was also about managing the gap 

between a strong ruling movement and a much more unevenly consolidated state. 

Taken together, these works present postcolonial state formation in Mozambique as a layered and 

internally contradictory process, with Panzer emphasizes the liberation-era construction of 

legitimacy through proto-state practices and social provision, while Sumich and Honwana show 

how those foundations were carried into a postcolonial order marked by party-state fusion, 

administrative weakness, elite cohesion, and uneven incorporation (Panzer, 2015, pp. 324-325, 

332-335; Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp. 2-3, 7-11). The result was neither a fully consolidated 

revolutionary state nor a merely hollow one, but a political order whose authority was real, 

ambitions expansive, and vulnerabilities were built into its formation from the very start 

 

 Political continuity, legitimacy, and contested public authority 

The transition of the early 1990s widened formal political competition and helped shift conflict 

from the battlefield into pluralist electoral politics, as the 1994 elections established a competitive 

system that opened the political arena to RENAMO and made democratic reform instrumental to 

pacifying the country (Carbone, 2003, p.21). Yet the resulting order still bore the marks of an older 

system: the relationship between the ruling party and the state apparatus remained ambiguous, 

power was heavily centralised, and the independence of the legislature, media, and judiciary stayed 

feeble (Carbone, 2003, p. 2). What followed was therefore less a democratic refoundation than a 

reorganization of political struggle within a framework still shaped by earlier hierarchies (Carbone, 

2003, pp.1-3, 21-22). The post-1992 party system clearly mattered: it brought former military 

enemies into a non-violent arena and gave political competition a more regular constitutional form 

(Carbone, 2003, pp.1, 20-22). But the same process unfolded on highly unequal ground, since 

FRELIMO entered the new era with far greater organizational depth, administrative experience, 

and territorial reach than RENAMO (Carbone, 2003, pp.5-7, 19-20). Elections made competition 
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visible and routinized, but they did not level the field leading institutionalization and imbalance 

advanced together. 

Low electoral volatility between 1994 and 1999 suggests that the FRELIMO-RENAMO divide 

quickly became the dominant axis of political competition, and that voters were not simply shifting 

erratically between parties from one election to the next (Carbone, 2003, pp.7-9). Yet that same 

stability was rooted in the persistence of older regional and wartime cleavages, which continued 

to shape both partisan identity and territorial patterns of support after the peace settlement 

(Carbone, 2003, pp.3-5, 8-9). What appeared as consolidation at the institutional level could 

therefore also be seen as the regularization of a conflict that remained socially and geographically 

entrenched, with the imbalance between the two major parties sitting at the centre of this problem. 

FRELIMO moved into the multiparty period with an effective organization inherited from the one-

party era and adapted that machinery to electoral competition without any major structural rupture 

(Carbone, 2003, pp.9-12). Even after the formal separation of party and state in the early 1990s, 

the distinction remained limited in practice, as Mozambique’s political system continued to be 

characterised by an ambiguous relationship between ruling party and state apparatus and by power 

heavily concentrated in FRELIMO’s hands, crucially favoured by its control over state resources 

(Carbone, 2003, pp.3, 21). RENAMO, by contrast, retained deep territorial roots and significant 

support in central and centre‑northern provinces, but its participation in parliament revealed 

serious organisational and human resource lacunae, with a strongly personalistic leadership style, 

frequent boycotts and extra‑parliamentary strategies, and a limited capacity to operate effectively 

within democratic state institutions (Carbone, 2003, pp.3-4, 18-19). Political pluralism may have 

expanded, but it did so without producing a genuinely even contest between its main political 

actors. 

Sumich and Honwana when it comes to their distinction between party survival and state strength, 

their argument is not simply that Mozambique endured war and transition, but that what endured 

most effectively was FRELIMO as a cohesive ruling formation rather than a uniformly strong and 

socially rooted state (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-4). During the civil war, the state in 

Mozambique largely collapsed across much of the country, yet the ruling FRELIMO party 

maintained sufficient internal unity and control over key state offices (including the presidency, 

ministries, and an internationally recognised UN seat) to survive the conflict and later recreate a 

dominant party‑state in the post‑war period (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-3). That shift in 

emphasis suggests that continuity in rule cannot automatically be read as evidence of deep or 

widely shared legitimacy and, seen from this angle, the post-war order looks less like a neutral 

democratic settlement than like a reworked version of party predominance. The end of socialism 

changed the official idiom of politics in Mozambique, as FRELIMO’s elite shifted from scientific 

socialism to liberal capitalism, but this did not dismantle the concentration of authority in the ruling 

party or the centralized “winner takes all” system that gave FRELIMO a significant advantage 
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over its opponent, RENAMO, within a party-state order where formal multiparty rules coexisted 

with continued party-state conflation (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.3, 16-18). In other words, the 

party‑state was not simply dismantled and replaced, but was partially reconstituted in a new 

liberal‑democratic and free‑market form, as FRELIMO’s dominance and party-state conflation 

persisted even after the official end of socialism and the formal separation of party and state 

(Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.3, 15-18). 

The cohesion of Mozambique’s ruling order historically rested on a narrow and socially 

exclusionary base, centered on FRELIMO as a dominant social force and an alliance of urban elites 

and selected rural constituencies, and this elite‑driven pattern persisted even after the shift from 

socialism to multiparty liberal politics (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-2, 17-18). In the post-war 

period, access to party and state networks remained closely tied to the accumulation of wealth and 

status, meaning that liberalization did not cleanly separate economic power from political power 

(Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.19-20). The benefits of post‑war economic growth were distributed 

unevenly, with foreign investment and industrial expansion concentrated in the south and in the 

main urban centres, especially Maputo and Beira, while much of the centre and north remained 

primarily agricultural and more marginalised (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.19-21). Under those 

conditions, formal democratic stability could coexist with a much narrower social base of 

legitimacy, as the new era’s gains were largely confined to a narrow circle and large sections of 

the population remained only weakly incorporated into the state‑building project (Sumich & 

Honwana, 2007, pp.20-22).  

The FRELIMO-RENAMO party system did nonetheless provide real mechanisms for managing 

conflict, since bringing former guerrilla opponents into a formally competitive electoral arena 

made multiparty politics an instrument of peace, enabled formerly violent contestants for power 

to participate in a new, non‑violent political game, and gave the post‑war order a significant degree 

of legitimacy while helping to avert a return to large‑scale war in the years following the 1992 

peace agreement (Carbone, 2003, pp.1-3, 19). At the same time, the polarisation generated by the 

civil conflict, the tough antagonism between FRELIMO and RENAMO that left only marginal 

room for mutual recognition, and the repeated reliance on informal, personalised bargaining 

between their leaders to manage disputes all tended to undermine public confidence in formal 

democratic institutions and to weaken the extent to which electoral and party rules were accepted 

as neutral, authoritative mechanisms of conflict management by all sides (Carbone, 2003, pp.18-

22). 

The institutions were real, although trust in them remained uneven, but Pearce brings another layer 

to this debate by showing that legitimacy in Mozambique cannot be understood through 

institutions alone. In central Mozambique, RENAMO’s renewed legitimacy rested not only on 

dissatisfaction with the conduct of the democratic and security apparatus after 1992, but also on 
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the way its supporters linked those present grievances to older experiences of exclusion under 

FRELIMO - from the sidelining of central leaders such as Uria Simango in the liberation 

movement, through unpopular socialist‑era interventions like villagisation and forced 

redistribution, to the post‑war perception that a southern elite monopolised state resources and 

treated central provinces as marginal - so that subsequent armed actions were interpreted locally 

as part of a long‑running effort to correct that regional imbalance rather than as a purely new 

rebellion (Pearce, 2020, pp.774-776, 780-785, 788-790). Counter‑hegemonic understandings of 

the past long predated RENAMO itself, yet the movement proved able to draw on them 

strategically in order to challenge FRELIMO’s claim to embody a unified national history (Pearce, 

2020, pp.774-776, 789-790). The struggle over political authority therefore seems to be also  a 

struggle over historical meaning. 

That is particularly clear in Pearce’s discussion of southern Sofala, where contemporary grievances 

were repeatedly linked to older narratives about fragmented nationalism, the dominance of 

southern elites within FRELIMO, and the marginalization of central Mozambican figures such as 

Uria Simango, a Protestant pastor from Sofala and former FRELIMO vice‑president whose 

expulsion and killing continue to shape local understandings of the region’s relationship to the 

state (Pearce, 2020, pp.784, 780-782). These interpretations were not treated as abstract elite 

discourses detached from everyday politics, but as part of local common sense through which 

people made sense of both present inequality and the longer trajectory of the state (Pearce, 2020, 

pp. 780-784). Such arguments help to explian why dissatisfaction with current rule could be 

experienced as both dissatisfaction and the continuation of an older pattern of betrayal and 

exclusion. 

The same article shows how this historical reading of politics shaped perceptions of the state itself 

with interviewees describing government institutions as partisan, viewed state security forces as 

acting on behalf of FRELIMO rather than the public, and linked everyday experiences of coercion, 

extortion, and unequal treatment to a deeper history of exclusion (Pearce, 2020, pp.777-779, 783-

784). Corruption, uneven development, and the belief that public goods remained regionally 

skewed only reinforced that view, and in such  setting, ordinary complaints about markets, 

policing, taxation, and poverty became politically potent because they were folded into a wider 

narrative in which the state appeared as the instrument of a partisan and regionally marked ruling 

order (Pearce, 2020, pp. 783-784). 

This also helps explain why RENAMO’s renewed appeal could extend beyond those directly 

shaped by wartime life under its control, with support for its actions during the 2013–2016 conflict 

drew strength from a broader critique of FRELIMO rule already present in local political memory, 

rather than from wartime loyalty alone (Pearce, 2020, pp.775-776, 790-791). By presenting itself 

as the continuation of a long struggle against an exclusionary and predatory party-state, RENAMO 
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was able to challenge FRELIMO across several dimensions at once: the legacy of anti-colonial 

struggle, the constitutional order established after 1992, and the democratic legitimacy associated 

with elections themselves (Pearce, 2020, pp.775, 786-790), and this made the legitimacy question 

difficult to contain within purely institutional terms. 

These historically rooted struggles over authority were also reflected in uneven public confidence 

in political parties and democratic institutions, Carbone notes that evidence on the legitimacy of 

political parties in Mozambique was limited and mixed, with one survey finding that almost half 

of respondents expressed no confidence whatsoever in political parties, while another found that 

44.9% expressed some degree of trust (Carbone, 2003, pp.15-16). He further argues that the 

recurrent use of informal, extra-parliamentary bargaining by political elites risked weakening 

formal institutions and undermining public confidence in democratic procedures (Carbone, 2003, 

p. 18-19). On a different perspective, Sumich contends that democratisation in Maputo weakened 

state legitimacy among parts of the urban middle class and produced growing alienation between 

the ruling elite and groups that had previously constituted part of the regime’s support base 

(Sumich, 2007, p.1-3). He later links this alienation to a broader sense of social mistrust under the 

liberal-democratic order, suggesting that legitimacy deficits were experienced not only at the 

institutional level but also in everyday state-society relations (Sumich, 2007, p.1-3). Taken 

together, these studies indicate that contested legitimacy in Mozambique was tied not only to elite 

rivalry and institutional weakness, but also to fragile public confidence in parties and democratic 

procedures. 

The post-war order stabilized competition and brought armed antagonists into constitutional 

politics, but it did so within a centralized and uneven system still heavily shaped by FRELIMO’s 

organizational superiority and historical dominance (Carbone, 2003, pp.1-2, 9-10). Its endurance 

also depended on the cohesion of the ruling party and on forms of reconstruction that remained 

socially exclusionary and regionally uneven (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp.1-5). At the same 

time, rival narratives of history, belonging, and entitlement continued to challenge FRELIMO’s 

claim to speak for the nation as a whole (Pearce, 2020, pp.774-775, 784-791). These works suggest 

that political continuity in Mozambique rested less on uncontested legitimacy than on the 

durability of a particular configuration of power. The post-war settlement made conflict more 

governable, but it did not fully resolve the underlying tensions between party dominance, uneven 

incorporation, and contested public authority. 

 

Gap and thesis contribution 

This provides a strong basis for understanding Mozambique’s political trajectory even if it does so 

unevenly across different stages of that history. Some scholarship is especially strong on colonial 
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rule, showing how extraction, coercion, and uneven incorporation shaped the state structures 

inherited at independence. But other scholarship is more concerned with decolonization and early 

postcolonial rule, especially the rise of FRELIMO, the formation of the party-state, and the 

tensions between liberation, centralization, and political authority.  

Colonial institutions are often treated as background to later politics rather than as part of an 

ongoing historical structure that continued to shape the possibilities of decolonization and state 

formation. In the same sense, studies of legitimacy and political contestation in the post-war period 

even if they often illuminate contemporary tensions very effectively, they do not always connect 

them closely enough to the inherited institutional forms and political settlements that preceded 

them. And so some important links between colonial governance, the transfer of power, 

postcolonial state formation, and later struggles over authority, public trust, and political 

contestation can remain analytically separated. 

Such gap is addressed by bringing the literature together and trace how colonial rule and 

decolonization shaped the organization of post-independence power, and how those earlier 

formations help explain later patterns of continuity, legitimacy, fragile public confidence, and 

political contestation in Mozambique.  
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Methodology 

Research Design 

This study uses a qualitative, historically grounded case study design to look at how colonial rule 

and decolonization both shaped post-independence governance, political continuity, and the 

conditions that eventually fed public distrust in Mozambique. In doing so, it aims to answer the 

RQ stated in the introduction by investigating how colonial institutions, inherited logics of rule, 

and the redistribution of power at independence shaped the later consolidation of political authority 

in the post-colonial state and the conditions that later fed public distrust and political contestation. 

Although the research question is framed historically, this design also serves the broader aim of 

the thesis by examining the historical conditions through which public distrust and political 

contestation later emerged in Mozambique. 

The study is based on a qualitative research design as the purpose is not to measure political 

developments statistically but to examine how institutions, forms of authority, and governing 

logics were historically constituted, reproduced, and transformed across the transition from 

colonial rule to independence. Rather than treating post-independence governance and later public 

distrust as a self-contained outcome, this research approaches it as part of a longer historical 

process shaped by both continuity and change. Therefore the study is historically grounded in the 

sense that by treating colonial rule, decolonisation, and post-colonial governance as processes that 

are all tied together, rather than just viewing them as separate stages. This actually makes it 

possible to look at how political authority got reorganized at independence, how inherited 

structures either adapted or simply stayed the same and how both of these things ended up shaping 

the post-colonial state over time, including the long-term rise of distrust toward political authority. 

This kind of historical view matters not just for understanding state formation, but also to explain 

how lasting forms of exclusion, centralisation, and unequal political inclusion contributed to later 

patterns of distrust toward the state. 

Within this design, public distrust and political contestation are not treated as variables that can be 

directly measured through interviews or original survey work. The thesis treats them instead, as 

historically produced political outcomes, examined through secondary scholarship, documentary 

evidence, and existing survey-based materials where relevant. The analysis works through 

documented patterns of legitimacy crisis, exclusion, and the broader state-society relationship. 

This keeps the thesis consistent with its document-based qualitative approach, while still speaking 

to the current political outcomes the title sets out to address. 

The analytical logic of this thesis is primarily inductive, which “suggests a more open-ended 

strategy in which theoretical ideas emerge out of the data” (Bryman, 2016, p.4), since its 

conceptual framework was not fixed in advance as a set of theories or hypotheses to be tested, but 
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instead emerged through sustained engagement with the literature and documentary material over 

the course of the study. When it it comes to inductive approaches Bryman (2016) highlights 

“theory as an outcome of the research process—that is, as something that is arrived at after research 

has been carried out (…) suggests a more open-ended strategy in which theoretical ideas emerge 

out of the data.” (p.4). In an inductive approach “the empirical information is interpreted 

conceptually, i.e. it is attributed to concepts that help bundle and measure the data so that 

systematic patterns of variation may be identified” (Héritier, 2008, p.64-65). Concepts such as 

legitimacy, coloniality, and postcolonial state formation became analytically central through 

processes of reading, comparison, and interpretation, rather than being adopted at the outset as a 

closed explanatory model. At the same time, emerging interpretations were continually refined 

through dialogue with existing theory and relevant scholarship in order to sharpen the analysis of 

the Mozambican case. As Vennesson (2008) states, “The interpretive case study (disciplined 

configurative) uses theoretical frameworks to provide an explanation of particular cases, which 

can lead as well to an evaluation and refinement of theories” (p.227). This study is therefore best 

understood as primarily inductive while also making iterative use of theory to clarify and deepen 

the interpretation of historically grounded documentary material. 

To answer the research question, the study employs a case study approach centred on 

Mozambique, allowing for a close analysis of how colonial institutions, inherited logics of rule 

and the redistribution of power at independence shaped post-independence governance and 

political continuity within their historical and political context. 

 

Epistemological lens 

Given how “interpretivism (…) focuses on understanding social meanings embedded within 

international politics.” (Lamont, 2015, p.19), this thesis is guided by an interpretivist 

epistemological lens, as the purpose of the study is not to treat political authority, legitimacy or 

institutional continuity as fully self-evident facts, but to examine how they are historically 

produced, expressed and understood through political practice, documentary records, and 

scholarly interpretation. In this sense, the thesis is concerned not only with what happened in 

Mozambique across the transition from colonial rule to independence, but also with how these 

developments can be understood through the meanings, structures, and relations of power 

embedded in the available material as “The focus is not on discovering laws about causal 

relationships between variables, but on understanding human nature, including the diversity of 

societies and cultures.” (della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.26). 

Ontologically, the study approaches institutions and political authority not as neutral or fixed 

objects alone but as historically constituted formations shaped by struggles over legitimacy, 

competing claims to rule, and the political contexts in which authority was organized and 



Aalborg University              

International Relations                                                                                                       Matilde Gonçalves 

4th. Semester                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                              

     

                                                                                                                               22 of 64 

represented. Lamont (2015) grounds this by claiming how “For interpretive research agendas, 

ontology is often at the center of inquiry as interpretive authors attempt to deconstruct the meaning 

of entities that we take for granted as existing in international politics, such as states or 

organizations.” (p.24). The study therefore assumes that colonial governance, decolonization, and 

post-independence state formation cannot be understood adequately through formal institutional 

description alone. Instead they must also be read in relation to the political logics and historical 

narratives through which authority was organized, justified, and contested. 

Adopting this epistemological lens is particularly important given how this study is concerned with 

post-colonial governance and political continuity. The central question is not simply whether 

institutions persisted after independence, but how inherited structures of rule were reworked, how 

power was redistributed and how political authority came to be consolidated and legitimized in the 

post-colonial state. An interpretivist approach, where “objective and subjective meanings are 

deeply intertwined” (della Porta & Keating, 2008, p.24), makes it possible to analyse these 

developments with greater historical and political sensitivity, while remaining attentive to the fact 

that documentary sources do not merely record political reality, but also reflect the perspectives, 

priorities, and power relations through which that reality was represented. 

 

Structure of analysis 

The analysis is structured into four chapters that follow the historical and political trajectory of the 

thesis while addressing the main dimensions of the research question. The first chapter examines 

colonial rule and inherited state structures, focusing on extraction, coercion, uneven territorial 

incorporation, administrative centralization, and the limits of colonial integration in order to show 

how the colonial state was organized and how its governing logics were established. The second 

chapter analyses decolonization and the transfer of power by asking whether independence 

transformed the structure of the state itself or primarily transferred control over inherited 

institutions and mechanisms of rule to new political actors. The third chapter turns to post-colonial 

state formation and party-state consolidation, examining how political authority was reorganized 

after independence and how state institutions became tied to new forms of centralized rule. The 

fourth chapter examines how patterns of political continuity in post-independence Mozambique 

help explain the later emergence of public distrust and political contestation, focusing on the 

longer-term persistence, adaptation, and contestation of power. Taken together, this structure 

makes it possible to trace both rupture and continuity across colonial rule, decolonization, and 

post-colonial governance while maintaining a clear connection to the overall argument of the 

thesis. 
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Selection criteria 

Choice of case 

Mozambique was selected as the central case of this thesis as it offers a particularly relevant setting 

through which to examine the relationship between colonial rule, decolonization, and post-

independence political continuity. As a former Portuguese colony, Mozambique emerged from 

colonial rule under conditions marked by extraction, political domination, and highly centralized 

administration, while its transition to independence was shaped by liberation struggle rather than 

gradual constitutional reform (Decentralisation in Mozambique, 2011). This makes it a historically 

rich case for examining not only the end of colonial rule, but also the institutional and political 

terms on which sovereignty was transferred and reconstituted. 

This study does not assume that Mozambique can stand in for all postcolonial states, nor does it 

seek to produce universal claims applicable across every former colony. Instead, the case is chosen 

because it allows for a close examination of several dynamics that are central to the research 

question, including inherited colonial institutions, the redistribution of political authority at 

independence, the consolidation of post-independence power, and the longer persistence of 

political continuity and contested legitimacy. 

Mozambique’s transition to independence makes it possible to examine whether the end of colonial 

rule also entailed a deeper transformation of political authority, or whether important structures 

and logics of rule persisted beyond independence. This makes the case especially relevant for 

analysing both rupture and continuity across a single historical trajectory, from colonial rule to 

independence and post-independence state formation. Although independence in 1975 ended 

Portuguese colonial rule, it did not by itself generate broadly inclusive and accountable political 

institutions, since power became concentrated in Frelimo and state structures remained highly 

centralised and vertically organised (Sumich & Honwana, 2007, pp. 1-2; Weimer & Carrilho, 

2017, pp. 18, 42-44). This tension makes the Mozambican case especially useful for investigating 

whether decolonization transformed the structure of the state itself or whether it transferred control 

over inherited arrangements of power to new political actors. 

Finally, the relevance of the Mozambican case lies not in its representativeness, but in its capacity 

to shed light on broader questions of postcolonial state formation, institutional continuity, elite 

consolidation, and political legitimacy. Although the study remains closely grounded in 

Mozambique’s own historical development, the case provides a historically specific basis for 

engaging wider postcolonial debates. In that sense, Mozambique is treated as a historically specific 

case that can illuminate wider postcolonial questions without being reduced to a simple example 

of them. 
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Choice of theory  

The theoretical framework of this thesis emerged through sustained engagement with the literature, 

documentary material, and the broader interpretive aims of the study which reflects the inductive 

logic already outlined above, where theory is not always established in advance but may instead 

develop in the course of the research itself. As della Porta and Keating note, “Theory is important, 

but is not always established prior to the research as in the deductive-empirical approach. In the 

form of ‘grounded theory’, it may be built up in the course of the research, but then be available 

for further research and the study of other cases” (2008, pp. 26-27). 

In case study research, “case studies are shaped by an explicit effort of theory construction” and 

the value of that construct depends on its ability “to break with common sense and to provoke a 

genuine epistemological rupture” (Vennesson, 2008, p.229). At the same time, “off-the-shelf 

theories are likely to be either lacking completely, or inadequate to the task,” and “the line between 

theory development and theory evaluation is often blurred” in this kind of research (Vennesson, 

2008, pp.236-237). For that reason, a middle-range theoretical framework is most appropriate here, 

given as “case study research and process tracing are heavily dependent on the existence of middle-

range theories” that provide hypotheses or broad analytical guidelines for the research process 

(Vennesson, 2008, p.237). Postcolonial state formation, coloniality, and legitimacy/authority seem 

to provide the most suitable framework for interpreting how colonial rule, decolonization, and 

post-independence governance are historically connected in Mozambique. 

 

Choice of data 

The data used in this thesis was selected in accordance with the historical and political focus of 

the research question and looks at how colonial rule and decolonization ended up shaping post-

independence governance, political continuity, and public distrust in Mozambique written 

documentation is actually a useful way to look at institutions, political authority, and how power 

got redistributed over time. It also helps trace the longer patterns through which continuity and 

contestation became more visible. For all of these reasons, this study draws on both secondary 

literature and primary written sources. 

The use of secondary literature is important given how it sits within existing scholarly debates, 

and books and articles both provide historical interpretation, conceptual framing and analytical 

context that help place the Mozambican case within much wider postcolonial discussions. At the 

same time, the thesis also draws on some primary written sources, like official documents, political 

texts, institutional material, and other written records that are still relevant to the historical periods 

being examined. 

While no single type of source can fully capture the complexity of Mozambican political 

development, the combination of scholarly interpretation and primary documentary material 
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provides a strong basis for analysing how colonial structures and decolonization shaped the 

trajectory of post-independence governance, as “what data we collect is always contingent upon 

what questions we ask” (Lamont, 2015, p. 21). 

 

Methods & Data 

Case study 

This thesis employs a qualitative case study approach in order to examine Mozambique as a 

historically specific case shaped by its political trajectory. A case study is particularly suitable 

given that the aim is to develop an in-depth understanding of a phenomenon within its wider 

context rather than to separate it from the conditions in which it unfolds. This is especially relevant 

in the present study as colonial rule, decolonization, post-independence state formation and 

political continuity form a connected historical trajectory rather than a series of isolated 

developments. 

The qualitative character of the thesis lies in its interpretive focus on how political authority, 

inherited institutions, and governing logics were historically constituted and reworked across the 

transition from colonial rule to independence. That broader qualitative design is also what makes 

the case study method a natural fit here, since it lets the thesis look much more closely at these 

processes in the specific context of Mozambique. 

The case study keeps the analysis tied to one national setting, while also tracing how colonial rule, 

decolonization, and post-independence political development all connect to each other over time. 

Rather than treating each of these as some kind of separate episode the focus stays on how political 

authority ended up changing within Mozambique as these developments unfolded. 

 

Document analysis 

Document analysis is used in this thesis as the primary method for examining the written material 

relevant to the research question. As a qualitative method, document analysis makes it possible to 

review and interpret written sources systematically in order to identify how institutions, political 

authority, and patterns of continuity are represented across different historical moments. This is 

particularly suitable for the present study given how the thesis is concerned with historically 

layered political processes which are documented through scholarly works, official texts, political 

documents, institutional records, and related written material. 

Document analysis here goes beyond just describing what each text says on its own. Instead, the 

documents are read both comparatively and historically, to look at how political authority, 

institutional continuity, and shifts in governance ended up being shown across different periods. 
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This also made it possible to connect each document to the broader historical path of the 

Mozambican state, rather than treating them as separate standalone sources. So the documents are 

approached not only as sources of information but also as records that were shaped by specific 

political contexts, institutional priorities, and historical perspectives. 

Public distrust and political contestation are then looked at through existing literature, documented 

political developments, and available secondary evidence, rather than through any kind of 

firsthand measurement of attitudes. In this thesis, these outcomes are approached as historically 

grounded features of Mozambique’s political trajectory, made visible through scholarship on 

legitimacy, governance, and contestation as well as through relevant documentary and survey-

based materials. 

The method is also suited to the temporal structure of the project, since the thesis examines colonial 

rule, the transition to independence, post-independence state formation, and later patterns of 

political continuity, the written material has to be analysed across different periods rather than 

within a single moment. To support the historical analysis, the documents were organized across 

earlier, mid-period, and more recent phases of Mozambican political development. This was not 

intended as a formal coding scheme, but as a practical way of structuring the material in relation 

to the thesis’s temporal focus. Organizing the documents in this way made it easier to trace 

persistence, adaptation, and change across the different phases examined in the study. 

 

Limitations 

Naturaly this thesis is shaped by a number of methodological limitations that define both its scope 

and the evidence it relies on. One important limitation is that the study relies primarily on written 

sources, the majority of which consist of secondary literature. mostly filtered through what other 

scholars chose to look at, how they interpreted it, and what they decided mattered most, rather than 

coming from any real firsthand archival work. 

The study relies primarily on written sources rather than interviews or other forms of firsthand 

qualitative engagement, which shapes both the scope of the evidence and the kinds of claims the 

thesis can make. This reflects the document-based design of the project as well as the practical 

time constraints of a master’s thesis, which made interviews and more extensive fieldwork 

unfeasible. Because of this, the analysis works best when looking at institutions, political authority, 

formal rule structures, and historically documented patterns of continuity, but it is less equipped 

to capture how public distrust and political contestation are actually lived, felt, and talked about 

by different social actors in Mozambique. That kind of material could have made the contemporary 

side of the thesis much stronger, especially given what the title actually promises. 
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A related limitation concerns the unevenness of the written source base itself. Available documents 

tend to represent states, political parties, formal institutions, and other historically visible actors 

more extensively than they represent ordinary citizens, local experiences, or less documented 

forms of political life. In the case of Mozambique, this means that colonial administration, 

liberation movements, and post-independence institutions are often more visible in the record than 

the everyday experiences of those governed by them. 

A further limitation concerns the interpretive nature of the analysis as the thesis is guided by a 

qualitative and historically oriented reading of documents, its conclusions depend on reasoned 

interpretation rather than on definitive causal proof in a positivist sense. This does not weaken the 

value of the study, but it does mean that the thesis should therefore be understood as an interpretive 

account of historically connected processes rather than as an attempt to explain every dimension 

of Mozambique’s political development. 
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Theoretical Framework 
 

This thesis is guided by a theoretical framework that brings together postcolonial state formation, 

coloniality, and legitimacy/authority in order to explain how colonial rule and decolonization 

shaped post-independence governance and political continuity in Mozambique. In line with the 

introduction and literature review, the framework therefore begins from the assumption that 

independence did not mark a complete institutional rupture, but rather a reorganization of power 

within structures that had already been shaped by colonial rule, since departing powers left behind 

“a development project they themselves had not been able to bring to fruition” (Cooper, 2005, p. 

6).  

 

The three concepts are not used as separate theories competing with one another. Rather, they are 

treated as analytically connected. Postcolonial state formation provides the broadest lens because 

the central concern of the thesis is how state power was reorganized across the transition from 

colonial rule to independence and how that shaped later governance. Coloniality deepens this 

discussion by showing why formal sovereignty did not necessarily dismantle inherited hierarchies 

and logics of rule, given that “the elimination of colonial administrations” did not by itself produce 

“the decolonization of the world” (Grosfoguel, 2007, p. 219). Legitimacy and authority then make 

it possible to analyse how power was justified, accepted, resisted, or contested by different actors 

across this historical trajectory, since Beetham argues that power is legitimate when it is acquired 

and exercised according to justifiable rules, and with evidence of consent (Beetham, 1991, p. 3).  

 

Postcolonial state formation 

 Postcolonial state formation is the primary theoretical lens of this thesis. This concept is used 

because the research question is mainly concerned with how colonial rule and decolonization 

shaped post-independence governance and political continuity, which is, at its core, a question 

about how political authority, institutions, and the state itself were formed under postcolonial 

conditions. Instead of assuming that the postcolonial state began as a fully sovereign and 

institutionally coherent entity at independence, this perspective understands state formation as a 

historical process shaped by colonial inheritances, liberation struggles, elite projects, external 

pressures, and uneven forms of social incorporation (Cooper, 2002, pp. 2, 4-6).A useful starting 

point here is Cooper’s argument that African postcolonial states should be understood through 

historical processes, rather than through fixed assumptions about either “African culture” or one 

single colonial legacy. He shows that, in the late colonial period, several political futures were still 

possible, but that decolonization eventually came to be organized around territorially bounded 

nation-states that inherited narrow economies and a limited institutional reach (Cooper, 2002, pp. 

4-6, 13-15). In this sense, postcolonial state formation was constrained from the outset by an 

institutional architecture that was externally oriented and only weakly embedded in society, with 

the colonial state often functioning as a “gatekeeper” between the national territory and the outside 

world (Cooper, 2002, pp. 5-6). This perspective helps frame independence not as a clean break, 

but as a politically significant transfer that occurred within already uneven state structures. If new 

governments inherited a gatekeeper state, the problem they faced was not simply one of building 
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institutions from scratch, but of governing through administrative forms already shaped by 

extraction, unequal territorial incorporation, and limited channels of inclusion (Cooper, 2002, pp. 

4–6).  

 

Applied to Mozambique, postcolonial state formation directs attention to the way the post-

independence state was shaped by both colonial inheritance and armed liberation. Young argues 

that the colonial state did not simply disappear at independence, but was “absorbed into the 

structures of the independent polity,” while in the Portuguese case the electoral route to 

independence was not available and nationalism followed the “long, costly” path of armed 

insurrection through liberated zones, guerrilla armies, and militarily enforced solidarity (Young, 

1994, pp. 2, 239-240). This means that the postcolonial state in Mozambique cannot be understood 

as a neutral institutional arena later captured by a ruling party. From the beginning, it was shaped 

by colonial inheritances and by the political conditions of armed liberation. This view also helps 

explain why political continuity remained so strong despite major formal changes over time.  

 

Young argues that the colonial state was not simply destroyed at independence, but was “absorbed 

into the structures of the independent polity,” while in the Portuguese case nationalism followed 

the “long, costly” path of armed insurrection, producing a civil society shaped by liberated zones, 

guerrilla armies, and militarily enforced solidarity (Young, 1994, pp. 2, 239–240). Panzer’s work 

strengthens this interpretation by showing that some elements of postcolonial state formation were 

already taking shape during the liberation struggle itself. He argues that FRELIMO demonstrated 

“revolutionary pragmatism” through forms of early statecraft in Tanzania and in the liberated 

zones of northern Mozambique, where it built schools, hospitals, refugee camps, and other 

institutions that “distinguished its agenda from the abuses of Portugal’s exploitative colonialism 

by offering a viable revolutionary and humanitarian alternative” (Panzer, 2015, pp. 324, 

335).These activities mattered not only because they materially supported the struggle, but also 

because they allowed the movement to present itself as a credible governing force before 

independence (Panzer, 2015, pp. 324-325, 327-329, 335). 

 

This connects decolonization directly to state formation, rather than treating the two as separate 

phases. Panzer describes FRELIMO as a “proto-state,” showing that literacy campaigns, health 

services, and bureaucratic experimentation existed before formal sovereignty, and that “the 

experiences of early statecraft…emerged from revolutionary practices in different locales” under 

wartime conditions that encouraged unity, discipline, and centralized coordination while limiting 

the space for broad political pluralism (Panzer, 2015, p. 334).  This suggests that the postcolonial 

state was shaped not only by colonial inheritances, but also by the organisational logic of the 

liberation movement that replaced colonial rule. For this thesis, then, postcolonial state formation 

is not just a descriptive label for what happened after independence. It is the main analytical 

framework for examining how inherited colonial institutions, liberation-era governing practices, 

and the consolidation of FRELIMO came together to produce a post-independence political order 

marked by centralization, uneven inclusion, and long-term continuity (Cooper, 2002, pp. 4-6; 

Panzer, 2015, pp. 324-325, 334-335).  
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Coloniality 

While postcolonial state formation serves as the broadest framework, the concept of coloniality is 

used to sharpen the thesis’s understanding of continuity, it matters because the argument of this 

thesis is not simply that some colonial institutions survived independence, but that deeper logics 

of hierarchy, exclusion, and authority could continue even after formal colonial rule had ended. In 

other words, independence changed who held state power, but it did not automatically dismantle 

the wider structures through which rule had previously been organised and justified (Grosfoguel, 

2007). insists that decolonization should not be confused with the complete undoing of colonial 

power. He argues that the end of formal colonial rule did not eliminate the “coloniality of power,” 

because hierarchies of race, labour, knowledge, and political authority continued to shape the 

modern world after juridical independence (Grosfoguel, 2007).Parasram makes a similar point 

from an IR perspective, arguing that the discipline “shrouds the many ways through which colonial 

power is institutionalized within the structure of the modern nation-state and the system of states 

in which nation-states are embedded,” and that this has “depoliticized the colonial project of state-

making in the context of formerly colonized territories” (Parasram, 2014, p.51).  Used carefully, 

these arguments help the thesis make sense of why formal sovereignty in Mozambique did not 

necessarily produce a fully transformed political order, and why it is necessary to look beyond 

juridical independence.  

 

The value of coloniality in this thesis is therefore interpretive, it is not used to claim that everything 

in post-independence Mozambique was simply “colonial” in disguise. Instead, it provides a 

conceptual language for understanding how forms of domination can continue through adaptation. 

This is especially useful in a project that asks whether decolonization transformed the state itself 

or mainly transferred control over inherited structures of power to new political actors. Coloniality 

helps frame the latter possibility by drawing attention to continuity beneath formal political change 

and by underlining, in Parasram’s terms, that “postcolonial territory must be re-politicized in order 

to see the state as something in fundamental need of de-colonization” (Parasram, 2014, p.63). This 

broader idea becomes more concrete when read together with Cooper. His historical account shows 

that colonial states were not designed to integrate populations on equal terms, but to secure order, 

extraction, and control through uneven territorial and social incorporation. Even where colonial 

rule was institutionally thin, it still shaped political life through coercion, selective incorporation, 

and externally oriented authority (Cooper, 2002, pp. 4-6). If that was the form of state inherited at 

independence, then the issue is not only institutional continuity in a narrow administrative sense, 

but the continuation of a broader political logic in which rule remained centralized, selective, and 

weakly embedded in egalitarian citizenship. 

 

Young shows that Portuguese colonial rule in Mozambique and Angola became more firmly 

integrated under Lisbon while still relying on coercive labour practices, including rules that 

required Africans to accept assigned labour service. Panzer also notes that FRELIMO defined its 

revolutionary platform against colonial structures based on racial, gender, and class differences 

(Young, 1994, pp.152, 178-179; Panzer, 2015, p.335). This is precisely where a colonialist 

perspective becomes useful, because it helps interpret these legal and political distinctions as part 

of a wider order of ranked humanity and unequal access to political belonging.  
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The concept is also helpful when considering the transition to independence, if colonial authority 

had long been organized through narrow channels of control, selective privilege, and centralized 

rule, then decolonization did not begin from a politically neutral institutional field. Rather, post-

independence actors inherited a state already shaped by unequal incorporation and weakly 

developed national integration. This matters for the thesis because one of its core concerns is 

whether postcolonial governance in Mozambique was genuinely transformed or whether 

concentrated rule was partly reproduced within a new political project (Quijano, 2000, pp. 533-

535; Parasram, 2014, pp. 53-54; Cooper, 2002, pp. 5-6). At the same time, the coloniality 

perspective must be used carefully in order to remain historically grounded. Mozambique’s post-

independence order was not simply a continuation of Portuguese colonialism. The liberation 

struggle, socialist experimentation, civil war, and later democratization all introduced new 

dynamics. For that reason, coloniality is best treated in this thesis as a secondary framework that 

helps illuminate the persistence of hierarchical logics and unequal inclusion, while postcolonial 

state formation remains the broader historical account of how the state itself was remade (Panzer, 

2015, pp. 324-325, 334-335; Parasram, 2014, pp. 51-53, 63). 

 

Legitimacy and authority 

The third pillar of the framework is legitimacy and authority. This dimension is necessary because 

the thesis is not only concerned with institutional continuity, but also with how rule was justified 

and how political authority became accepted, normalised, or contested over time. A state may 

inherit institutions from colonial rule, and political actors may reproduce hierarchical forms of 

power, but these arrangements still need to be made legitimate. The concepts of legitimacy and 

authority therefore help explain why some forms of rule endure, why others provoke resistance, 

and how public distrust and political contestation can emerge from historically sedimented crises 

of inclusion and recognition (Beetham, 1991, pp.3-6). 

 

Beetham provides the most useful conceptual basis here because he does not reduce legitimacy to 

mere belief or simple obedience, he treats it as multidimensional, arguing that power is legitimate 

when it meets three connected conditions: it conforms to established rules, those rules can be 

justified by reference to shared beliefs, and there is express consent from those who are subordinate 

to the power relationship (Beetham, 1991, pp.19-20, 24). Legitimacy to be analysed as a layered 

political relationship, rather than as a vague impression of popularity or support. Beetham also 

helps the thesis remain sensitive to the difference between formal authority and socially grounded 

legitimacy. A regime may claim legality, control institutions, and monopolise the state apparatus, 

but still face legitimacy deficits if the rules through which it governs are not widely seen as 

justified, or if consent is narrow, coerced, or unevenly distributed. We’re not trying to decide 

whether FRELIMO was either wholly legitimate or wholly illegitimate. Rather, seeking seeks to 

analyse how legitimacy was built, where it was strongest, where it was weaker, and how legitimacy 

claims changed across colonial rule, liberation, independence, civil war, and multiparty politics 

(Beetham, 1991, pp.19-20, 24, 125-126, 205-206).  

 

Panzer shows that FRELIMO did not simply fight a military struggle against Portugal, it also 

actively pursued legitimacy by presenting itself as a revolutionary and humanitarian alternative to 
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colonial rule. The movement’s creation of schools, hospitals, refugee structures, and international 

alliances served not only practical functions, but also legitimating ones, because they helped 

demonstrate that FRELIMO could govern, care for populations, and embody a credible national 

future (Panzer, 2015, pp.324-325, 335-338). This early legitimacy is central to the as it helps 

explain how post-independence authority could be consolidated so quickly around FRELIMO, if 

the movement entered sovereignty with symbolic capital rooted in liberation, humanitarian action, 

and proto-state activity, then its dominance after independence cannot be explained only by 

coercion or by an institutional vacuum. It also rested on a historically real, though uneven, 

legitimacy generated during the struggle itself. At the same time, Panzer’s work also points to the 

limits of that legitimacy, since the political unity cultivated during wartime depended on 

centralized discipline and did not amount to broad pluralist participation (Panzer, 2015, pp.324-

325, 333-335). This is where the question of FRELIMO’s authority becomes especially important. 

Panzer shows that the movement’s legitimacy was real, but uneven: its support base was strongly 

rooted among the Makonde of northern Mozambique, while much of its leadership came from 

southern and central Mozambique, and its claim to universal national representation was limited 

by regional, ethnic, and historical tensions. At the same time, FRELIMO’s wartime organisation 

already contained centralising tendencies, since it sought legitimacy without developing a broad 

democratic structure. This helps explain how its authority could later become both resilient and 

exclusionary (Panzer, 2015, pp.329, 337-339).  

 

Such a configuration could create legitimacy among key constituencies, but it also alienated many 

citizens whose experiences did not match the official liberation narrative. In other words, the same 

structure that made authority durable also made it vulnerable to crisis, which fits closely with 

Beetham’s argument that legitimacy can erode when rules and justifications no longer resonate 

broadly with those subject to power (Beetham, 1991, pp.6, 69, 214). Pearce’s work extends this 

insight into the later period of political contestation. His analysis of Renamo’s return to arms in 

central Mozambique shows that legitimacy is not monopolised by official state narratives. He finds 

that many interviewees accepted Renamo’s recent actions because they understood them “as the 

continuation of longer resistance against a repressive political system and a predatory Frelimo 

elite,” drawing on alternative readings of the anti-colonial struggle and post-independence history 

(Pearce, 2020, p.775). Pearce therefore demonstrates that legitimacy is historically contested and 

socially plural: different actors can draw on different memories of the past to justify present claims 

to authority and resistance (Pearce, 2020, pp. 775-776, 789-790). For this reason, authority in the 

thesis is understood not as a fixed possession of the state, but as a relationship that must be 

continually reproduced and defended.  

 

Legitimacy can be generated through liberation narratives, legal rules, institutional performance, 

and claims to popular sovereignty, but it can also be eroded by exclusion, regional inequality, and 

the persistence of narratives that challenge official state history. Using legitimacy and authority 

alongside postcolonial state formation and coloniality therefore allows the thesis to move from 

institutional analysis to political meaning: it becomes possible to explain not only how power was 

organized, but why its claims to rule remained durable in some arenas and contested in others 

(Beetham, 1991, pp.12, 56-57, 117, 169; Pearce, 2020, pp.789-790).  
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Combined use of theories 

Used together, these three concepts provide a coherent framework for the chapters that follow. 

Coloniality supplements this by clarifying why formal independence did not necessarily dissolve 

deeper logics of hierarchy, selective incorporation, and centralized authority, since the “‘modern’ 

nation state” itself “exposes the coloniality of the state structure” (Parasram, 2014, p.71). 

Legitimacy and authority then make it possible to analyse how these structures were justified, how 

support was built, and why contestation later emerged around competing narratives of rightful rule 

(Beetham, 1991, pp.19-20; Pearce, 2020, pp.775, 789-790). This framework systematises the 

concepts that have already emerged from the source base and gives them a clearer analytical order, 

moving from state formation, to continuity of power, to legitimacy and contestation. Most 

importantly it keeps the thesis focused on the actual research question, the central issue is not 

whether Mozambique experienced colonialism, liberation, socialism, war, or democratisation in 

isolation, but how these processes interacted to shape post-independence governance and political 

continuity. By treating postcolonial state formation as the core framework, and coloniality and 

legitimacy/authority as supporting analytical lenses, the thesis is able to explain both the 

persistence of concentrated rule and the later emergence of distrust and political contestation 

without collapsing one into the other. 
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Analysis 

 

Chapter 1: Colonial Rule and Inherited State Structures 

The colonial state in Mozambique should not be understood as the incomplete beginning of a 

modern national state that was later perfected by independence, but rather as a historically specific 

structure of rule organized around extraction, coercion, selective incorporation, and strategic 

administrative control. Just as read through Cooper’s wider analysis of colonial Africa, this kind 

of state was neither uniformly present across territory nor evenly committed to social integration, 

instead, it concentrated its strongest capacities at the points where colonial territories connected to 

the world economy and where labor, taxation, and political order could most effectively be 

managed (Cooper, 2005, pp. 2-4). This analysis chapter argues that the state inherited at 

independence was shaped by those very same colonial priorities and that the institutional dilemmas 

of the postcolonial period can only be fully understood if taking these inherited structures into 

account. 

 

This argument is not only historical but also theoretical, with Beetham’s analysis of legitimacy 

being particularly useful here as it provides a way of thinking about state rule that goes beyond the 

simple possession of administrative power. As Beetham (1991) writes, “power can be said to be 

legitimate to the extent that: i) it conforms to established rules ii) the rules can be justified by 

reference to beliefs shared by both dominant and subordinate, and iii) there is evidence of consent 

by the subordinate to the particular power relation” (p. 15-16). Although the colonial state was 

often capable of compelling obedience it was weakly grounded in any broad framework of shared 

political legitimacy, just as Beetham highlights, a regime that can enforce rules but lacks shared 

beliefs and consent suffers a “legitimacy deficit” and “delegitimation,” rather than full legitimacy 

(Betham, 1991, p.20). 

 

The coloniality of power framework deepens this point by highlighting how colonial state 

formation was never merely just a question of administration or economics. Quijano (2000) argues 

that one of the fundamental axes of the modern colonial order was “the social classification of the 

world’s population around the idea of race” (p.533) and that this classification became part of a 

broader model of power whose effects long outlived formal colonial rule (pp. 533-535). Drawing 

on and extending Quijano’s analysis, Grosfoguel (2011) interprets coloniality of power as a wider 

“colonial power matrix” that affects multiple dimensions of social existence (including authority 

and labor) and as an entangled set of sexual, political, economic, epistemic, spiritual, linguistic 

and racial hierarchies that should be understood together rather than as separate spheres. When 

read in relation to Mozambique these arguments help clarify why colonial rule created not only 

extractive institutions but also durable hierarchies of political worth, social authority, and 

territorial value. 

 

This analysis chapter proceeds in four stages. It first examines colonial governance as an extractive 

project, with particular attention to labor, revenue, and the political logic of economic control. It 

then turns to coercion, indirect rule, and uneven territorial incorporation, showing that colonial 
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authority was differentiated rather than uniform. The third section explores administrative 

centralization and the limits of colonial integration, emphasizing how colonial states could be 

highly centralized while also territorially shallow. The final section synthesizes these dynamics 

and identifies the principal features inherited at independence (an apparatus of rule better suited to 

command and gatekeeping than to inclusive, territorially deep, and socially legitimate statehood). 

 

Colonial governance and extraction 

The most basic feature of colonial rule was its extractive orientation as colonial administration was 

not primarily designed to integrate populations into an equal political community, nor even to 

promote balanced territorial development. Its central purpose was to organize labor, production, 

and taxation in ways that served imperial accumulation. Cooper (2005) shows that colonial rulers 

needed “to establish control and obtain revenue regardless of market conditions, indigenous 

people’s responses to them, or the relationship of colonial interests to African commercial 

networks” (p. 2). Such formulation proves to be analytically significant by making it clear that 

extraction was not simply one policy among others, it was one of the central structuring principles 

of colonial governance itself. 

 

This extractive orientation shaped the very meaning of state capacity under colonialism. Capacity 

did exist but it was narrow, selective and externally oriented. The colonial state was strongest 

where labor could be mobilized, taxes collected, and exports moved but lacked where social 

incorporation, political representation, or welfare provision were required. Even where colonial 

authorities built infrastructures of rule, they did so in a way that reflected strategic priorities rather 

than a commitment to equal territorial or social incorporation (Cooper, 2005, pp. 2-4). Taken 

together, these features amounted to a form of institutional development that privileged coercive 

and fiscal functions over integrative ones (Cooper, 2005, pp. 2-4).  

 

For Mozambique, this wider analysis is especially relevant because Portuguese colonialism 

depended heavily on coerced labor and highly unequal forms of administrative control, as Cooper 

(2005) notes “the reliance in much of Portuguese Africa and parts of French on forced labor to get 

people into public works projects or settler farms did not help to produce an integrated labor 

market” (p. 3-4). This directly links Portuguese Africa to a broader colonial pattern in which labor 

was not organized through inclusive market integration but through compulsion. The colonial state 

extracted value by forcing movement into production, not by creating mutually recognized 

political or economic membership. Sumich and Honwana (2007) show that, despite Portugal’s 

long formal presence, effective colonial control for much of that history was limited to coastal 

enclaves, trading posts, and concessionary arrangements, and that later centralisation under the 

Estado Novo produced a strongly hierarchical order without broad social incorporation (pp. 5-7). 

At the same time, Cooper’s account of colonial Africa highlights how Portuguese rule, like other 

regimes, relied on a thin architecture of rule built around ports, rail corridors and selected 

intermediaries in the countryside, with coercive labour and low wages used to secure taxation and 

export production rather than to build integrated territorial economies (Cooper, 2005, pp.3-4ç; 

Cooper, 2002, p.5). Read together, these author’s argument ground the broader colonial-state claim 

in the specific history of Portuguese Mozambique, showcasing how extraction was not simply an 



Aalborg University              

International Relations                                                                                                       Matilde Gonçalves 

4th. Semester                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                              

     

                                                                                                                               36 of 64 

abstract feature of empire but was actually embedded in everyday administrative practices that 

organised labour, taxation and production through quite narrow channels of authority. 

 

Extraction also operated through a wider matrix of colonial classification. Grosfoguel argues that 

in the modern/colonial world-system “race and racism becomes the organizing principle that 

structures all of the multiple hierarchies of the world-system,” and that “the different forms of 

labor that are articulated to capitalist accumulation at a world-scale are assigned according to this 

racial hierarchy; coercive (or cheap) labor is done by non-European people in the periphery and 

“free wage labor” in the core” (2011). He further notes that “the idea of race organizes the world’s 

population into a hierarchical order of superior and inferior people that becomes an organizing 

principle of the international division of labor and of the global patriarchal system” (Grosfoguel, 

2011). Extractive rule cannot be understood only as a response to economic incentives, because it 

was also embedded in a classificatory order that defined some populations as subordinate labouring 

bodies rather than as full political subjects. 

 

This is why the colonial economic order should not be treated as merely a background condition 

for later politics. It shaped the lived meaning of the state. The colonial state appeared not as a 

guarantor of common political life, but as a narrow apparatus that intervened when labor, revenue, 

or strategic order were at stake. Weimer and Carrilho (2017) capture the long afterlife of this 

pattern when they describe the enduring “structural logic of the colonial state” as one “legitimised 

via the control of territory, resources, the economy and people” (p. 43). This links colonial 

extraction to a later state form in Mozambique whose authority remained strongly tied to control 

rather than reciprocal incorporation. 

 

Beetham’s framework makes this clearer as he insists that legitimacy cannot be reduced to legal 

validity or mere obedience but rather, power is legitimate only insofar as the rules governing it are 

justified and supported by consent (Beetham, 1991, pp. 16-20). Colonial extraction is important in 

this regard as it illuminates how state power can be organizationally effective while remaining 

normatively weak. A state can extract labor and taxes, routinize domination, and sustain basic 

order without securing the kind of justification that Beetham treats as central to legitimate rule. In 

fact, the more clearly colonial institutions were tied to extraction, the more difficult it became for 

them to appear as serving any recognizably general interest among those subordinated by them. 

 

Coercion, uneven territorial incorporation, and indirect rule 

If extraction helps explain the purpose of colonial rule, coercion helps explain the practical 

conditions of its reproduction. Colonial authority did not emerge from reciprocal political compact, 

nor from broad-based consent. It had first to be imposed and then continually stabilized across 

territories whose populations were often dispersed, socially differentiated, and capable of evasion. 

Cooper (2005) captures this problem succinctly when he writes, “The easy part of colonization 

was conquest (…)What was hard to do was routinize power” (p. 2). This sentence should be taken 

seriously because it identifies a core dilemma of colonial governance: military domination could 

establish authority, but it could not by itself produce a socially embedded state. 
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That difficulty was intensified by the specific conditions under which colonial rule operated. 

Cooper argues that colonial states faced populations for whom geographic dispersal and 

decentralized social organization created a strong “exit” option (Cooper, 2005, p. 2). In other 

words, the capacity of rulers to extract labor or impose order was constrained by the possibility 

that populations might flee, evade, withdraw, or reconstitute themselves outside immediate 

administrative control. This helps explain why coercion still remained as a central aspect even 

after conquest. It was not merely a residue of conquest but one of the ordinary techniques through 

which colonial rule sought to overcome its own structural fragility. 

 

Colonial governance therefore relied heavily on differentiated mechanisms of domination. One of 

the most important of these was mediated rule through subordinated local authorities. Cooper 

(2005) refers to the “decentralized despotisms” through which colonial powers exercised rural 

authority, especially in the interwar period (p. 2). This captures two dynamics at once. On one 

hand, colonial rule was decentralized in practice, insofar as it relied on local intermediaries and 

fragmented systems of control. But on the other hand, it was despotic because these local structures 

were subordinated to an overarching colonial order that left little room for accountable 

participation from the ruled. 

 

Sumich and Honwana note that although Portugal claimed a five-hundred-year presence in 

Mozambique, this was “primarily limited to small coastal enclaves, trading posts and later, foreign 

owned concessionaries,” a pattern that entrenched major regional variations in how different parts 

of the territory were incorporated into the political and economic system (2007, p.5). They also 

mention that colonial policy changed under Salazar after 1932 when the Estado Novo sought to 

bind the colonies more tightly to the metropole, while Africans were systematically deprived of 

resources and the colonial order preserved sharp racial and social hierarchies through structures 

such as the assimilado category (2007, pp. 5-6). Cooper’s wider analysis of colonial Africa shows 

that such regimes relied on a thin architecture of rule built around ports, rail corridors and 

administrative centres, with much of routine control in the countryside delegated to selected 

intermediaries and supported by coercive labour practices and low wages (2005, pp. 3-4; 2002, p. 

5). These suggest that centralized colonial authority and mediated local domination were not 

opposites but mutually reinforcing, since extraction and control depended simultaneously on 

narrow central infrastructures and on intermediaries who linked them to dispersed communities. 

 

Indirect rule and mediated domination also contributed to highly uneven territorial incorporation 

considering how colonial rule was not uniformly dense across space. Cooper’s image of colonial 

Africa as a “patchwork” is especially important here: it consisted “zones of African agricultural 

initiative, areas of white settlement, and mine towns, surrounded by much larger areas that could 

serve as labor catchment areas, but where colonial authority had neither the motivation nor the 

power to effect systematic change” (Cooper, 2005, p. 3). The unevenness was constitutive of 

colonial state formation with different regions drawn into colonial rule differently, depending on 

strategic value, labor needs, infrastructural access, and cost. 

 

A coloniality of power lens helps to show why this unevenness mattered politically as well as 

administratively, it treats the modern state itself as a product of colonial power rather than as a 
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neutral institutional shell. Parasram (2014) argues that international relations has tended to treat 

the modern nation-state as a natural territorial container, in ways that obscure how colonial power 

was built into the very structure of the state and the wider system of states from the outset (pp. 51-

52). Uneven territorial incorporation under colonial rule therefore does not simply disappear with 

independence and postcolonial states inherit spatial arrangements already organised through 

colonial difference and unequal modes of rule. For the purposes of this thesis, this concept of 

uneven territorial incorporation proves to be crucial as it allows the analysis to move beyond an 

overly simple idea of colonial presence. The issue is not whether colonial rule was present or 

absent, but how it was present, for what purposes, and with what implications for later political 

integration. In some regions, colonial authority was direct, coercive, and economically intense, 

while in others, it was thin, mediated, and episodic. Still some mattered primarily as labor 

reservoirs or transit spaces and such differentiated incorporation meant that colonialism did not 

create a politically uniform territory later inherited by the postcolonial state. Instead it created an 

unevenly governed field marked by very different historical experiences of state power. 

 

Beetham’s concept of legitimacy also proves to analytically productive given is argument that a 

power relation “is not legitimate because people believe in its legitimacy, but because it can be 

justified in terms of their beliefs” (Beetham, 1991, p. 11). The point here is to allows us to 

distinguish between the endurance of domination and the legitimacy of domination. Colonial 

power could persist because it was coercively organized, because alternatives were limited or 

because local structures were subordinated to it, but that persistence did not mean the system was 

broadly justified to those who lived under it. Indeed, the differentiated and coercive character of 

colonial incorporation suggests the opposite, that the state’s claims varied in plausibility across 

regions and populations, and that its capacity to compel exceeded its capacity to justify. 

 

Administrative centralization and the limits of colonial integration 

A further defining feature of colonial rule was the combination of administrative centralization 

with weak territorial depth. Colonial governments concentrated authority, revenue, and 

infrastructure at specific strategic points while leaving large parts of the territory only thinly 

integrated, as Cooper (2005) expresses this vividly, “What colonial regimes could do was control 

port cities” (p. 3) and these cities “were nodal points in a communications system that had very 

few nodes” (p. 3) and these identify the spatial logic of colonial administration, rather than creating 

an evenly governed territorial whole, colonial states concentrated power at ports, corridors, and 

centers of export and command. This centralization should not be confused with comprehensive 

state penetration since the colonial state could be strongly centralized institutionally while 

remaining shallow in its territorial reach. Decision-making authority, revenue collection, and 

symbolic power were concentrated at the center, but the administrative means for governing 

everyday life across all regions remained limited. Cooper (2005) notes that most revenue was 

collected in port cities through import and export taxes, while communication routes were “few in 

number and narrow” (p. 3). What emerged, then, was not an integrated political geography but a 

strategically thinned administrative map. This is precisely where Cooper’s concept of the 

gatekeeper comes in. He defines it as “a government able to manage and profit from the interface 

between a colonial territory and the world market, as well as narrow links to specific areas of the 
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interior, with weak control over interior spaces” (Cooper, 2005, p. 3). This captures the dual quality 

of colonial rule with concentrated strength at the gate but with weak incorporation beyond it. The 

colonial state was not absent, it was selectively powerful, even if the power it possessed was tied 

to external mediation rather than internal integration.  

 

Weimer and Carrilho (2017) argue that even after independence the relationship between party 

and state in Mozambique remained marked by central control and continual efforts to subordinate 

bureaucratic and territorial structures to political command (pp. 42-43). Their point is not that 

colonial and postcolonial state forms were identical, but that the “emerging polity gives continuity 

to the “structural logic of the colonial state”” (Weimer & Carrilho, 2017, p.43). Taking on a 

decolonial perspective helps to decode why this continuity should not be read only as institutional 

inertia. Quijano (2000) argues that coloniality survived colonialism because the classificatory and 

organizational principles of colonial domination became embedded within the modern structures 

of power themselves (pp. 533-537). Grosfoguel (2011) similarly insists that the modern/colonial 

world-system operates through intertwined hierarchies of race, labor, authority and knowledge 

rather than through economic domination on its own. Colonial administrative centralization was 

more than a technical arrangement, it was part of a wider order that organized territories and 

populations hierarchically, making some zones central to value and command while relegating 

others to subordinate positions. 

 

In order to understand the limits of colonial integration one needs to consider the developmental 

rhetoric of the state against its practical constraints. Cooper (2005) notes that even when colonial 

officials proposed development programs in the 1920s, metropolitan governments largely refused 

to fund them, in part because development might unsettle local arrangements that were crucial to 

maintaining order (p. 3). Limits of colonial integration were not simply technical failures but were 

built into the political economy of state. Seen in this light, centralization was not the opposite of 

weakness but one of the forms through which colonial weakness was managed. Because colonial 

regimes could not transform or govern all spaces equally, they centralized the points they could 

hold, and that made the center appear administratively powerful while leaving the overall structure 

territorially uneven and politically fragile. The colonial state was therefore not underdeveloped in 

a simple quantitative sense it was qualitatively configured around narrow zones of concentration. 

 

Beetham’s work distinguishes between mere conformity to established rules and genuinely 

legitimate power, arguing that legality is only a primary, provisional ground of legitimacy because 

rules must also be justifiable in terms of shared beliefs between rulers and ruled (Beetham, 1991, 

pp. 69–70). In this perspective, just can't guarantee legitimacy, not unless the rules themselves can 

be justified as something people within a shared belief system would actually accept. Colonial 

rulers may have legally coded administrative centralization and organized it bureaucratically, but 

that didn't make it legitimate in any full sense. The gap between formal authority and the kind of 

legitimacy people actually felt on the ground stayed quite wide. 

 

This kind of centralization also ended up creating a specific center-periphery dynamic that lasted 

well past the colonial period. If peripheral regions are historically connected to the state through 

extraction, episodic coercion, or elite mediation, while the center monopolizes revenue and 
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decision-making, then national integration after independence begins from an already structurally 

unequal foundation. The problem is tthat the territorial architecture of the state itself had been built 

through asymmetrical incorporation that would later shape both the capacities and the limits of 

postcolonial state-building. 

 

Inherited structures at independence 

By independence, Mozambique inherited more than buildings, offices and territorial boundaries. 

It inherited a historically formed state structure defined by extraction, coercion, administrative 

centralization, and uneven incorporation, given how it had never been designed for equal 

citizenship, broad-based legitimacy, or deep territorial integration. What passed into postcolonial 

hands was a specific state form whose dominant logics had been produced under the conditions of 

a colonial empire. 

 

Cooper’s broader links late colonial transition to the narrowing of political possibilities around 

devolution to territorially bounded nation-states, “by the late 1950s devolution of power to 

independent nation-states turned out to be the point on which African elites and colonial rulers 

could make a deal” and that this left new states “caught in a politics of clientage and exclusion to 

maintain state control of those narrow channels” (Cooper, 2005, abstract). Independence did not 

abolish the narrow channels through which colonial power had been organized, but rather, those 

channels often remained the institutional terrain on which postcolonial politics would unfold. 

Weimer and Carrilho (2017) argue that despite major transformations in ideology and institutional 

form, the state that emerged after independence retained continuity with the colonial state as “a 

state with few citizens but with subjects, independent of a dynamic society, legitimised via the 

control of territory, resources, the economy and people” (p. 43). This does not mean that 

independence was insignificant or that postcolonial actors simply reproduced colonial rule 

unchanged, it means, more precisely, that the state they inherited had already been shaped by a 

limited repertoire of rule. It was a state strongest at strategic nodes, accustomed to centralized 

command, and historically experienced by many of its subjects through extraction and coercion 

rather than representation and such a structure did not determine postcolonial outcomes in a 

mechanical sense, but it strongly conditioned the available institutional pathways. 

 

Parasram (2014) argues that colonial power remained institutionalized within the modern nation-

state and that postcolonial territory was too often depoliticized by treating the nation-state as a 

natural political endpoint rather than as a colonial form with ongoing consequences (pp. 51-53). 

Grosfoguel (2011) likewise argues that decolonial analysis requires attention to the wider 

“coloniality of power/knowledge” through which modern state forms continue to reproduce 

colonial hierarchies even after formal empire ends. Both caution against treating inherited state 

structures as merely technical institutions when they were also epistemic and political forms that 

carried forward colonial assumptions about order, territory, authority, and politically. 

 

When it comes to the normative implications of that inheritance, “For power to be fully legitimate, 

then, three conditions are required: its conformity to established rules; the justifiability of the rules 

by reference to shared beliefs; the express consent of the subordinate” (Beetham, 1991, p. 19). The 
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colonial state inherited at independence was problematic on all three levels: its rules had been 

established by a foreign power; ttheir justifications rested on imperial domination rather than 

shared national beliefs; their history offered little basis for meaningful subordinate consent among 

the colonized majority. Postcolonial legitimacy cannot be understood simply as a failure of later 

governments, it was also rooted in the kind of state they inherited. Beetham’s earlier distinction 

on legitimacy argues that a given power relation is not legitimate “because people believe in its 

legitimacy, but because it can be justified in terms of their beliefs” (Beetham, 1991, p. 11). At 

independence, the mere transfer of sovereignty could not by itself produce legitimacy if the 

inherited structures of rule remained weakly justifiable in terms of the beliefs and expectations of 

those governed. National liberation could provide a new political language and a powerful 

symbolic break with empire, but it did not automatically erase the centralizing, exclusionary, and 

coercive characteristics of the inherited state apparatus. 

 

Colonial rule in Mozambique created neither a fully integrated national state nor a politically 

empty landscape, it created a structured inheritance with a state oriented toward control of narrow 

channels, dependent on coercive and mediated authority, centralized in administrative form, and 

uneven in territorial reach. If the postcolonial state later displayed strong centralization, limited 

incorporation, and recurring legitimacy problems, these should not be treated as entirely new 

developments. Therefore they must be read, at least in part, against the institutional and normative 

legacies of colonial rule as the inherited state was not neutral. It carried forward institutional forms 

and governing logics that colonial conditions had shaped over time. Understanding this is actually 

key to analyzing what decolonization changed, what it kept in place, and why later efforts at state 

building ended up so deeply marked by questions of legitimacy, exclusion, and territorial 

imbalance. 

 

Chapter 2: Decolonization and the Transfer of Power 

Decolonization in Mozambique ended up being a much more layered process than it might first 

appear. Anti-colonial struggle, wartime rule, the building of a new national identity, and the state 

structures that colonial powers left behind all ended up interacting with each other in ways that did 

change political power, but also left many of the deeper structures still very much in place. Chapter 

1 laid out how late colonial Mozambique left behind a state built around extraction, coercion, tight 

central control, and uneven inclusion of its people. So this chapter looks at what actually happened 

to those same structures as the country moved toward independence. The argument here is that 

decolonization did clearly change who held power and the language they used to justify it but the 

deeper logic of how the state actually ran things only changed in part. 

 

This means that decolonization has to be analysed simultaneously as emancipation and transfer. 

On the one hand, Portuguese sovereignty ended, anti-colonial struggle culminated in formal 

independence, and FRELIMO entered state power with a radically different political project. On 

the other hand, the territorial form of the state, the concentration of authority, and the narrow 

channels through which rule was exercised did not disappear. Just as Cooper argues that “by the 

late 1950s devolution of power to independent nation-states turned out to be the point on which 

African elites and colonial rulers could make a deal” (Cooper, 2005, abstract). Although 
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Mozambique’s road to independence involved armed struggle, still independence often transferred 

control over an inherited state form without dissolving the structural limits built into that form.  

 

Liberation struggle and early statecraft 

A central point for this thesis is that state formation in Mozambique did not begin with legal 

independence in 1975 as during the liberation struggle, FRELIMO was already constructing forms 

of authority, administration, and social provision that anticipated later state power. Panzer (2015) 

argues that legitimacy was not a secondary consequence of military struggle but a central task of 

the movement’s political development. In his words, “legitimacy was an essential aspect of 

FRELIMO’s status as a liberation front because it was the foundation upon which to establish a 

viable authority that appealed to both Mozambicans and international observers” (Panzer, 2015, p. 

323) which makes it clear that the struggle was not only about defeating Portuguese rule but also 

about establishing FRELIMO as a credible governing force. Panzer’s analysis further shows that 

FRELIMO’s authority during the 1960s depended on what he calls a “revolutionary pragmatism” 

through which leaders adapted doctrine, organization, and governing practices to the contingencies 

of war (Panzer, 2015, pp. 323-325). In this context, FRELIMO’s leaders developed humanitarian 

institutions (including refugee camps, schools, hospitals and health centres) in Tanzania and in 

liberated zones, using education and health care as social services that “were intended to counter 

division and generate unity and legitimacy” (Panzer, 2015, pp. 329-330, 335). These institutions 

mattered not only instrumentally but symbolically, since their creation and maintenance while 

fighting the Portuguese enabled FRELIMO to function as a proto-state and to present itself as a 

movement capable of governing differently from the colonial regime, linking military struggle to 

an emergent claim to legitimate rule (Panzer, 2015, pp. 335, 339). 

 

Considering  Beetham’s framework, if legitimacy requires rules, justifiability, and evidence of 

consent, then wartime institution-building can be read as part of FRELIMO’s attempt to satisfy 

those conditions in embryonic form. The movement sought to justify its authority by tying it to 

anti-colonial liberation, social provision, and national transformation rather than to foreign 

domination. Panzer (2015) shows that FRELIMO leaders actively sought “to establish and 

maintain the loyalty of many ordinary Mozambicans who either joined the liberation front or, at 

the very least, sympathized with the movement’s efforts” (p. 323). That effort to secure loyalty 

mattered because it helped transform FRELIMO from a coalition of exiled nationalists into an 

actor claiming a broader right to rule. 

 

At the same time, the wartime roots of statecraft also shaped later postcolonial tensions, as wartime 

governance was centralized, disciplinary, and ideologically charged. It was carried out under 

conditions that rewarded command, cohesion, and suspicion of factionalism. Pearce’s 

reconstruction of anti-colonial politics reminds us that FRELIMO emerged from fractured 

nationalist origins, with regional, ideological, and interpersonal tensions never fully absent from 

the liberation movement’s internal history (Pearce, 2020, pp. 780-782). The forms of authority 

forged in war were simultaneously nation-building and exclusionary and provided the basis for 

state formation. 

 



Aalborg University              

International Relations                                                                                                       Matilde Gonçalves 

4th. Semester                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                              

     

                                                                                                                               43 of 64 

A further point follows from the broader literature on postcolonial state formation. Weimer and 

Carrilho (2017) stress that power in Mozambique has long been organized around party leadership 

over state institutions and not simply through neutral administrative differentiation (pp. 54-55). 

Read retrospectively, the liberation struggle becomes a key moment in the production of that 

relationship. FRELIMO did not inherit a fully formed state and then later politicize it but rather, 

the distinction between political movement and state was blurred from the beginning because state-

making capacities were first built within a liberation struggle whose legitimacy was inseparable 

from political command. 

 

This helps explain why decolonization cannot be analysed as a single transfer moment in 1975, by 

the time independence formally arrived, parts of the postcolonial state already existed in proto-

institutional form, FRELIMO had developed administrative practices, ideological narratives, and 

social-service functions through which it could plausibly claim to be more than an insurgent 

organization. The movement gained legitimacy by building authority before independence, yet the 

type of authority it built was deeply influenced by the centralized imperatives of war. 

 

Negotiating independence: institutional transfer vs structural change 

The formal transition to independence changed sovereignty in a decisive sense with Portuguese 

colonial administration giving way to Mozambican rule under FRELIMO. Cooper’s argument that 

decolonization frequently narrowed political possibilities around the transfer of territorialized state 

power is helpful here because it directs attention away from legal rupture alone and toward 

institutional inheritance. Even where colonial rulers lost authority, the state form through which 

rule would now be exercised was often inherited rather than reinvented. 

 

Mozambique differed from many other colonial contexts because Portuguese decolonization was 

precipitated by armed struggle and by the political crisis in Portugal itself, but still, the problem of 

transfer remained. The postcolonial state inherited territorial boundaries, administrative divisions, 

communication hierarchies, and an apparatus more accustomed to command than to reciprocal 

incorporation. Independence did not erase this inherited administrative landscape overnight. 

 

What changed was the political project attached to the state as FRELIMO sought to transform the 

meaning of sovereignty by grounding it in anti-colonial liberation, national unity, and socialist 

development. But as Parasram (2014) argues more broadly, postcolonial states often remain bound 

to a state form whose territorial and institutional premises were themselves colonial products (pp. 

51-53), and this helps to avoid an overly legalistic reading of decolonization. The formal passage 

from colony to sovereign nation-state did not necessarily decolonize the structure of rule itself but 

could instead relocate colonial forms of territorial authority within a new national framework. 

 

Quijano (2000) insists that coloniality survives colonialism because the modern structures of 

authority, labor, and knowledge remain marked by the classifications and hierarchies forged under 

conquest (pp. 533-537). Grosfoguel (2011) similarly argues that the end of colonial 

administrations did not end “global coloniality,” because political and epistemic hierarchies 

persisted within postcolonial forms. Mozambique undoubtedly achieved the former but the extent 
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of the latter can be more contested. This does not mean that independence was merely cosmetic 

per se , indeed such a conclusion would flatten the immense significance of anti-colonial victory. 

Panzer’s work makes clear that FRELIMO’s rise to state power was rooted in a real and hard-won 

project of liberation, one that mobilized both domestic constituencies and international solidarity 

around a claim to self-rule (Panzer, 2015, pp. 323-327). Independence changed who commanded 

the state, what that authority claimed to represent, and which futures could now be imagined, but 

structural analysis requires asking whether those new futures were pursued through inherited 

institutional channels that already narrowed the range of political possibilities. 

 

Decolonization redefined the locus of sovereignty and the ideological horizon of rule. Yet it also 

transferred a state apparatus built under colonial conditions into the hands of a liberation 

movement shaped by wartime centralization and anti-factional discipline. What emerged was not 

a fully transformed state, nor an unchanged colonial machine, but a postcolonial order in which 

inherited structures and revolutionary ambitions were fused in unstable ways. 

 

Continuities in state structures and governing logics 

If independence did not simply replicate colonial rule, it nevertheless preserved a number of 

structural continuities that shaped postcolonial state formation. The first of these was 

centralization, the postcolonial state inherited, and in some respects intensified, a concentration of 

decision-making authority at the center. Although FRELIMO’s political project was radically 

different from Portuguese colonialism, the administrative and territorial logic available to it still 

privileged centralized command. Cooper’s notion of the gatekeeper state remains particularly 

relevant here because it highlights a state form that’s strong at points of control yet weakly rooted 

in broad social incorporation (Cooper, 2005, pp.5-6, 10-11). The second continuity concerned 

uneven incorporation, as colonial Mozambique had never been integrated evenly across territory, 

and independence did not begin from a blank slate. Pearce (2020) shows that local memories of 

anti-colonial politics and early independence were deeply shaped by regional experiences of 

inclusion and marginalization, especially in central Mozambique (pp.780-781). Which reminds us 

that national sovereignty did not automatically dissolve regional asymmetries inherited from the 

colonial period but the postcolonial state often encountered those asymmetries as political 

problems to be managed or suppressed. Third, there was continuity in the relation between political 

authority and social discipline with colonial rule had relying on command, coercion, and mediated 

authority. The postcolonial state now justified itself through liberation and socialism, but it 

continued to view social transformation in directive terms, Hall and Young, as discussed by Pearce, 

note that after independence FRELIMO replaced village chiefs with party-linked officials and 

pursued communal village policies that many rural populations experienced with suspicion 

(Pearce, 2020, p.781). The significance of this continuity lies in observing that both colonial and 

postcolonial forms of state-making often privileged top-down remaking of society over negotiated 

incorporation. 

 

Weimer and Carrilho (2017) provide an especially useful formulation when they argue that, despite 

the new features constructed after independence, the Mozambican polity “gives continuity to the 

“structural logic of the colonial state”” (p. 43), although this does not imply sameness between 
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colonial and postcolonial regimes. Rather, it identifies a continuity in the relation between state 

power, territorial control, and limited citizenship as in their account, the state remains strongly tied 

to control over territory, resources, and people, while the line between subjecthood and citizenship 

remains historically fraught. A coloniality perspective can clarify can coexist with ideological 

rupture. Grosfoguel (2011) argues that coloniality operates through enduring hierarchies of 

authority and knowledge even when political discourse shifts which allows one to understand why 

a postcolonial state committed to emancipation might nonetheless reproduce hierarchical 

governing. 

 

The practical result was that decolonization redistributed power without fully reworking the 

institutional grammar of rule. The state was now national rather than colonial, and its claims were 

grounded in liberation rather than empire but still its centralizing tendencies, uneven territorial 

embeddedness, and narrow channels of command remained important. This shows why party-state 

consolidation after independence should be read not as an abrupt betrayal of decolonization, but 

as one historically plausible path through which a liberation movement sought to govern within, 

and through inherited state structures from a colonial empire that built them with a different agenda 

in mind. 

 

Independence and the redistribution of political authority 

Portuguese officials and settlers lost formal sovereignty while FRELIMO assumed command over 

the state and over the national narrative through which political authority would then be justified. 

The shift was enormous, a colonial state grounded in foreign domination was replaced by a 

sovereign state claiming to embody national liberation. Panzer’s work shows that FRELIMO had 

spent the previous decade building not only organizational capacity but also a claim to legitimate 

leadership rooted in anti-colonial struggle and practical governance (Panzer, 2015, pp324-325). 

Yet redistribution did not mean equal participation in the new political order, Pearce (2020) 

demonstrates that, particularly in central Mozambique, memories of anti-colonial mobilization 

emphasize the plurality of nationalist movements and the later marginalization of leaders 

associated with regions outside the southern FRELIMO core (pp. 780-781). Figures such as Uria 

Simango remained central to local understandings of exclusion and their political eclipse fed later 

doubts about FRELIMO’s claim to represent an undivided national will, which can suggest that 

independence redistributed power from colonizer to liberator, but not necessarily from all social 

and regional constituencies into a shared national authority. And this is where Beetham’s 

conception of legitimacy again becomes analytically valuable. The anti-colonial struggle gave 

FRELIMO an exceptionally powerful justificatory resource, it could plausibly claim that it had 

liberated the country and therefore possessed a rightful mandate to lead it. But Beetham also insists 

that legitimacy requires not only a justificatory narrative, but a relationship between rules and 

beliefs that is broadly accepted by those governed (Beetham, 1991, pp. 16-19) therefore where 

some communities experienced the postcolonial redistribution of power as regional domination, 

ideological imposition or social exclusion, the legitimacy generated by liberation could become 

unevenly distributed from the start. 
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This redistribution of political authority also altered the meaning of state-society relations. Under 

colonialism, the state was overtly foreign. After independence, criticism of the state became 

entangled with questions of nation, betrayal and belonging, especially where people contrasted 

present experiences of exclusion with FRELIMO’s claims to have won freedom from colonial 

servitude (Pearce, 2020, pp. 784). This raised the stakes of political dissent. If the ruling movement 

claimed to embody the nation it had liberated, then opposition could be cast as anti-national rather 

than merely political, a dynamic reinforced by FRELIMO’s centralized, cadre-based mode of rule 

and its limited tolerance for political pluralism in the name of unity (Panzer, 2015, pp.333-334). 

That possibility was built into the postcolonial settlement from the beginning and would later 

become central to party-state consolidation. Independence created a sovereign national state and 

made possible projects of development, inclusion and self-rule that colonialism had foreclosed, 

but it also redistributed authority through inherited structures and within a nationalist framework 

that left limited room for competing claims to represent the nation (Panzer, 2015, pp. 339-340; 

Pearce, 2020, pp. 789-790). Once FRELIMO had become the sovereign centre of political 

authority, the next question was how that authority was institutionalized, consolidated and justified 

in the postcolonial state. 

 

 

Chapter 3: Postcolonial State Formation and Party-State 

Consolidation 

 

If Chapter 2 argued that decolonization in Mozambique combined rupture with institutional 

transfer, Chapter 3 examines how that inherited and transformed state was consolidated after 

independence. Postcolonial state formation in Mozambique was inseparable from FRELIMO’s 

effort to fuse party, state, and nation into a single political project. This process was administrative 

but it was also ideological, territorial, and coercive, relying on liberation legitimacy, centralization, 

and developmental ambition but also generated exclusions and frictions that would later become 

central to debates about legitimacy and contestation. 

 

In order to examine such claims, this chapter focuses on four interconnected issues. First, it 

analyses how FRELIMO came to identify itself not merely as just a party in government but as the 

political embodiment of the nation. Secondly, it explores how authority was reorganized through 

centralization, administrative hierarchy and the security apparatus. Third, it uses Beetham’s 

legitimacy framework to examine how the party-state secured compliance and mobilization while 

excluding or subordinating alternative political groups. Finally, it briefly situates the Mozambican 

case within wider debates on postcolonial state formation, drawing together insights from Cooper, 

decolonial theory and Mozambique-specific scholarship. 

 

The party as both state and nation 

One of the most striking features of post-independence Mozambique was the extent to which 

FRELIMO’s political identity expanded beyond that of a governing party, the movement claimed 
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not only the right to govern, but a privileged relationship to national history and national being 

itself. The anti-colonial struggle gave FRELIMO a powerful basis for this claim as it presented 

itself as the movement that had liberated Mozambique, portraying its political leadership as 

inseparable from the creation of the nation. Weimer and Carrilho (2017) write that “the party led 

and gave direction to all state activities where the state was perceived to be a willing, ever-ready 

servant executing the political and ideological programmes of the party” (p. 43). The state did not 

neutrally stand above the party, it was subordinated to a movement that understood itself as the 

authentic interpreter of national purpose. 

 

Such fusion was partly rooted in the liberation struggle itself, Panzer (2015) shows that 

FRELIMO’s wartime legitimacy depended on demonstrating that it could act as a viable authority 

and not merely as a military organization (pp.324-326). When it comes to that legitimacy, after 

independence, because FRELIMO had liberated the nation, it felt uniquely entitled to define the 

nation’s future. Where FRELIMO narrated the nation as unified under its leadership, alternative 

memories emphasized the plurality of anti-colonial movements and the later marginalization of 

non-dominant nationalist strands (Pearce, 2020, pp. 780-783). If party, state and nation are treated 

as overlapping entities, opposition ceases to appear as a normal feature of political life, but 

becomes easily construed as regionalism, reaction, division, or betrayal. Beetham’s framework 

helps illuminate the consequences of this as even if liberation supplied a strong justificatory claim, 

once FRELIMO’s authority was equated with the nation itself, contestation risked being defined 

not as disagreement over how Mozambique should be governed but as a challenge to the nation’s 

political identity. 

 

Parasram (2014) argues that the postcolonial state often reproduces the universalizing assumptions 

of modern political form, treating one territorial and political arrangement as the natural endpoint 

of history (p.53). In the case of Mozambique, the party-state’s equation of its own authority with 

national unity can be read as one version of that same universalizing move. FRELIMO’s project 

was anti-colonial but its consolidation of statehood still relied on the singularization of political 

identity (one nation, one state, and one authoritative interpreter of both). This is why party-state 

consolidation must be analysed as central to state formation rather than as a later distortion of it as 

the party did not receive an already autonomous state. The postcolonial state was built through the 

party’s claim to embody national history, territorial unity, and developmental direction, which 

gave the state coherence but also narrowed the political field. 

 

Centralization, administration, and the security apparatus 

Centralization was one of the principal means through which the postcolonial leadership sought to 

impose order, direct transformation, and contain political pluralism. Although justified in terms of 

nation-building and development it also reproduced important features of the inherited state 

structure, as discussed in the previous chapters. Weimer and Carrilho (2017) emphasize that the 

relationship between party and state in Mozambique became an enduring feature of power 

organization, marked by party dominance and continual efforts to control bureaucratic structures 

(pp. 42-43). They note that even after later reforms aimed at disentangling party and state, “control 
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has constantly been reasserted” (Weimer & Carrilho, 2017, p. 43). Centralization was not simply 

an initial revolutionary phase that later dicipated but a durable logic in Mozambican governance. 

 

Administrative centralization was reinforced by the security apparatus, Pearce (2020), in 

discussing later conflict, shows how many citizens in central Mozambique came to perceive the 

government’s forces not as politically neutral but as “tropa da Frelimo” (FRELIMO’s troops) 

rather than simply state security institutions (p.778). Where security institutions are seen as 

partisan extensions of the ruling movement, the distinction between defending the state and 

defending party dominance becomes unstable. Post-war and postcolonial trajectories of control 

also shaped this security question. Weimer and Carrilho (2017) note that under later phases of 

FRELIMO rule there was a renewed tendency “to subordinate the state and all institutions, 

including the president of the country and the army, under the power of the party” (p. 43). While 

this observation refers to a later period, it reinforces the broader historical point that centralization 

in Mozambique repeatedly involved efforts to bind institutions of administration and coercion to 

party leadership rather than allowing them to develop autonomous institutional legitimacy. This 

administrative and coercive centralization also had a territorial dimension as inherited colonial 

asymmetries were not erased by the central postcolonial with districts, provinces, and local 

structures subordinate to national command. Weimer and Carrilho’s broader analysis of 

decentralisation demonstrates how frequently reforms in Mozambique have served to reorganize 

control without fundamentally dispersing it (2017) and this suggests that centralization was not 

merely a founding phase of the party-state, it became a durable mode of rule. 

 

The centrality of coercion and administration to party-state formation also clarifies a deeper 

continuity with colonial rule. Cooper’s gatekeeper state concept helps show why a postcolonial 

state might continue to privilege control over strategic channels, administrative concentration, and 

mediated territorial command. The difference, of course, is that the postcolonial state justified 

those mechanisms in the language of national liberation and development rather than imperial 

domination, yet in practical terms, inherited forms of centralized control remained highly 

serviceable to a ruling movement concerned with unity, security, and the suppression of rivals. 

 

Legitimacy and inclusion/exclusion in the party-state 

The consolidation of the party-state in Mozambique depended not only on force and 

administration, but on legitimacy and FRELIMO could draw on one of the strongest legitimating 

resources available to any postcolonial movement as it had led the anti-colonial struggle and could 

therefore claim to embody the nation’s liberation. This mattered enormously in the early post-

independence years giving the party-state a moral authority that exceeded mere institutional 

possession of the state. Beetham’s framework helps explain both the strength and the limits of this 

legitimacy. He writes that “for power to be fully legitimate, then, three conditions are required: its 

conformity to established rules; the justifiability of the rules by reference to shared beliefs; the 

express consent of the subordinate” (Beetham, 1991, p.19). FRELIMO’s authority was strong at 

the level of justification, because liberation and anti-colonialism provided widely resonant reasons 

for rule but legitimacy was less stable at the levels of inclusion and consent, especially where the 
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party-state defined dissent as reactionary or where social transformation was imposed without 

broad participation. 

 

Pearce (2020) offers especially important evidence for the uneven distribution of legitimacy. In 

central Mozambique, narratives of exclusion linked current distrust back to anti-colonial divisions, 

post-independence villagization, socialist policies, and later regional marginalization (pp.781-

785). His interviews show that for some constituencies, the state’s liberatory claims were 

weakened by their own historical experiences of domination or neglect which demonstrates how 

legitimacy was not nationally uniform even when the official narrative of national liberation was 

- “We fought against the Portuguese in order to live in freedom, but Frelimo threw this away and 

is doing things we don’t understand” (Pearce, 2020, p.785). The problem, then, was not that 

FRELIMO lacked any claim to legitimate rule but that this legitimacy was always differently 

experienced across social and regional contexts. Pearce records interviewees who described 

FRELIMO’s post-independence project as one that “threw away” the freedom won against the 

Portuguese and replaced it with policies they experienced as coercive or confiscatory (Pearce, 

2020, pp. 782-785) as “People framed their grievances in a way that cast doubt on the freedom 

that FRELIMO professes to have won” (p.784). Whether or not these retrospective interpretations 

are historically precise in every detail, their political significance lies in the way they show 

liberation legitimacy being refracted through later experiences of exclusion. 

 

This also helps explain why party-state legitimacy and party-state exclusion were mutually 

constitutive rather than contradictory as the state sought to mobilize citizens into a unified national 

project, but that very project often involved defining who was modern, patriotic, productive, or 

politically acceptable. Those who did not fit easily into the party-state’s model of citizenship could 

be cast as backward, divisive, regionalist, or anti-national. In this sense, legitimacy was 

constructed not only by inclusion but also by the production of outsiders. A decolonial perspective 

deepens this observation, Quijano (2000) and Grosfoguel (2011) both insist that modern political 

authority is shaped by deeper matrices of classification and hierarchy. In the case of Mozambique, 

postcolonial legitimacy was built in opposition to colonial domination, yet the state still operated 

through classificatory distinctions regarding who represented the nation, who required 

transformation, and whose social worlds counted as politically valid.  

 

State formation within the wider postcolonial context 

Mozambique’s postcolonial state formation belongs to a wider African and postcolonial history in 

which liberation, sovereignty, and inherited state form are held in tension. Cooper’s (2005) wider 

work reminds us that many African states emerged from late colonial structures that were narrow 

in economic base, centralised in authority, and limited in social incorporation and Mozambique 

fits this pattern but with the additional specificity that armed liberation gave the postcolonial state 

an especially strong ideological claim to national authenticity. This ideological strength mattered 

because it allowed state formation to proceed through the language of unity, modernization, and 

revolutionary transformation. But it also intensified the tendency to subordinate institutional 

plurality to the authority of the ruling movement.  
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Pearce’s (2020) work demonstrates how later critics in central Mozambique came to reinterpret 

FRELIMO’s project as one of southern domination and regional exclusion, which does not 

invalidate the movement’s anti-colonial achievements. But it does show, however, how 

postcolonial legitimacy can coexist with deep counter-memories and rival senses of belonging. 

 

Grosfoguel (2011) argues that the postcolonial condition cannot be understood simply as a world 

after colonialism, because coloniality persists within structures of authority, knowledge, and 

political economy. Mozambique illustrates this decolonial perspective well, the party-state was not 

a colonial residue but neither was it free from the inherited centralizing and classificatory 

structures, through which colonial rule had organized territory and power. 

 

 

Chapter 4: From Continuity to Distrust and Contestation 

The earlier chapters made it clear that colonial extraction, uneven incorporation, and postcolonial 

party-state consolidation were not just disconnected moments. They were connected. Together 

they ended up forming a historical path where centralization, selective inclusion, and contested 

legitimacy each became lasting features of Mozambican political life. This chapter brings that 

trajectory into more interpretive focus, arguing that contemporary distrust and political 

contestation in Mozambique are best understood as historically layered outcomes of long-term 

continuities in state formation. At the same time, these continuities are not enough on their own as 

they have acquired renewed political force through contemporary experiences of electoral fraud, 

exclusion, violence, uneven development, and declining faith in democratic institutions. 

 

This chapter sits closest to the thesis title, which is exactly why it needs a tighter back and forth 

between historical interpretation and more current evidence. For that reason it also brings together 

the theoretical lenses built up in earlier chapters with some of the more recent empirical material. 

The central claim here is not that Mozambicans distrust the state in some flat, uniform way, and it 

is also not that all contestation comes down to just one cause. Instead, distrust and contestation 

actually end up becoming politically charged where current grievances connect with older, much 

deeper histories of exclusion, coercion and an uneven sense of belonging. 

Historical continuity and the conditions for later distrust 

Where state power has long been associated with extraction, coercion, selective territorial 

incorporation, and party dominance, scepticism toward central authority emerges as a politically 

grounded orientation rather than as a simple failure of civic culture. Colonial rule produced a state 

whose strongest capacities were concentrated in control rather than incorporation, while the 

postcolonial party-state carried forward centralizing and exclusionary tendencies in a new 

ideological form. 

 

In order to frame this analytically we can turn to Beetham as he argues that legitimacy weakens 

when rules can no longer be justified in terms shared by rulers and ruled, and when evidence of 
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consent becomes fragile or absent (Beetham, 1991, pp. 16-20). From this perspective, distrust is 

not merely just an emotion, it is a symptom of a legitimacy gap where citizens experience 

institutions as partisan, predatory, opaque, or unresponsive.  

 

Mozambique’s more recent political trajectory strongly supports this interpretation. The BTI 2026 

country report describes the country as maintaining the “facade of electoral democracy” while the 

quality of elections is “deteriorating substantially” and democratic institutions have become 

increasingly hollowed out (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026, pp. 3, 8, 15-16). This report links electoral 

decline with broader institutional weaknesses: violent repression of protest, curtailment of 

assembly and expression, weak judicial independence, and an executive-dominated political 

system (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026, pp. 11-16). These fit into a longer history in which state 

authority has often been secured through control rather than broadly recognized legitimacy, as 

explored in the previous chapters. 

 

According to a 2024 report on Mozambique, support for multiparty democracy has been growing, 

suggesting that many citizens continue to value democratic competition as a principle even where 

lived institutions disappoint those expectations (Afrobarometer, 2024a), which cautions against 

reading distrust as a rejection of democracy itself. On the contrary, distrust may reflect the distance 

between democratic aspirations and actual political experience, as more recent Afrobarometer 

reporting also underscores the salience of exclusion. Another 2024 report found that Mozambicans 

broadly welcome diversity but many believe the government discriminates on the basis of ethnicity 

(Afrobarometer, 2024b). Although ethnicity in Mozambique cannot simply be mapped onto all 

political cleavages, the significance of this finding lies in what it says about perceptions of unequal 

belonging and selective state recognition. Such perceptions resonate strongly with the historical 

patterns discussed earlier of a state that has struggled to present itself as equally belonging to all. 

Thus, the conditions for distrust seem historically cumulative and reinforced when contemporary 

institutions continue to reproduce asymmetry, violence or exclusion in ways that recall older state-

society relations. In this sense, current distrust is not a mechanical survival of colonial rule, but 

neither is it understandable without the deep historical trajectory of state formation, as explored in 

the earlier chapters of the analysis. 

 

Renamo, resistance, and contested legitimacy 

Pearce’s work is central to understanding how distrust becomes politically articulated as contested 

legitimacy, his key contribution is to show that support for RENAMO in central Mozambique 

cannot be reduced either to manipulation or to residual wartime loyalties. Rather, RENAMO has 

been able to draw legitimacy from narratives that connect contemporary grievances to longer 

histories of exclusion, regional marginalization, and dissatisfaction with the FRELIMO party-

state. Pearce (2020) writes that RENAMO “achieved this wider legitimacy by presenting its 

actions as the continuation of longer resistance against a repressive political system and a predatory 

FRELIMO elite in a way that is consistent with popular narratives about the period of anti-colonial 

struggle and the years after independence” (p. 775) which explains why opposition legitimacy in 

Mozambique is historically mediated and how RENAMO articulated and amplified narratives that 

already had resonance beyond the party itself. 



Aalborg University              

International Relations                                                                                                       Matilde Gonçalves 

4th. Semester                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                              

     

                                                                                                                               52 of 64 

 

Pearce’s interviews show that many people in central Mozambique saw neither the government 

nor RENAMO as inherently more entitled than the other to use force, because state security 

institutions themselves were perceived as partisan and fused with FRELIMO (Pearce, 2020, pp. 

775-778). That perception indicates that the legitimacy of state violence had been weakened to the 

point where some citizens treated the state not as an impartial guarantor of order, but as one 

contestant within a broader field of political domination, which directly recalls Beetham’s insight 

that legitimacy is not exhausted by possession of power. Power must also be justified, and state 

institutions in this context often failed to command that justification. 

 

Pearce also shows that contemporary support for RENAMO drew on memories of the anti-colonial 

period, especially around fragmented nationalism and the sidelining of figures such as Uria 

Simango (2020, pp. 780-785) and this challenged one of FRELIMO’s strongest pillars of 

legitimacy: its exclusive claim to embody the anti-colonial nation. In this way, opposition 

contestation became more than dissatisfaction with current governance. It became a challenge to 

the official historical basis of postcolonial authority. At the same time, RENAMO’s legitimacy 

should not be romanticized, even Pearce himself is careful not to reduce the return to arms to 

popular will alone. He emphasizes the importance of elite strategy, the flawed implementation of 

the peace settlement, and Dhlakama’s tactical use of armed force (Pearce, 2020, pp. 786-788). The 

argument is not that RENAMO represented a democratic alternative in any simple sense, but that 

it could appear legitimate to many citizens because it inserted itself into already existing critiques 

of state power. Such distinction matters for the thesis as a whole. Trust and distrust in Mozambique 

are not merely measurements of institutional satisfaction, they talk about struggles over who can 

credibly speak in the name of justice, inclusion, and historical truth. RENAMO’s significance lies 

precisely in having contested FRELIMO not only electorally or militarily, but also at the very level 

of legitimacy. 

 

Democratic tension, opposition, and patterns of political contestation 

Recent developments have intensified the connection between historical distrust and contemporary 

democratic tension. The BTI 2026 country report describes Mozambique as “keeping up the facade 

of electoral democracy”, with the quality of elections “deteriorating substantially” and the 2023 

local polls “tainted by widespread fraud,” and notes that the post-election period was “the most 

violent in the country since the end of the civil war” (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026, pp. 3-4, 8, 15-

16). Earlier in the same report, the authors note that the 2024 election cycle was followed by the 

most violent post-election period in the country’s history, with hundreds killed, thousands injured, 

and thousands more arrested amid repression of protests (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026, pp. 3, 10, 

14). Democratic contestation in Mozambique seems to no longer be adequately captured by the 

language of imperfect consolidation alone.  

 

The BTI report also details how the institutional environment distorts democratic competition. It 

points to widespread fraud in local and general elections, the use of state resources by FRELIMO, 

the political subordination of oversight institutions, curtailed freedoms of assembly and 

expression, and a judiciary constrained by executive dominance and corruption (Bertelsmann 
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Stiftung, 2026, pp. 8-16). This supports the broader argument developed through Weimer and 

Carrilho that formal political reforms and decentralizing measures have often coexisted with the 

reassertion of central control rather than its effective dispersal. 

 

Afrobarometer show that democratic tension is unfolding against a background of continuing 

citizen expectations with the 2024 finding that support for multiparty democracy is growing 

suggesting that dissatisfaction with electoral politics does not necessarily stem from indifference 

to democracy. Instead, many citizens appear to want more credible democratic competition than 

the current system delivers (Afrobarometer, 2024a). This is precisely the kind of gap between 

normative expectation and institutional performance that Beetham’s legitimacy framework would 

lead us to expect as a source of this contestation. 

 

Afrobarometer’s 2024 report on perceived ethnic discrimination, even if its focus is not elections 

narrowly conceived, it shows how if significant numbers of citizens believe the government 

discriminates among its population, then political contestation is not only about winning office but 

also about recognition, equal treatment, and the distribution of belonging (Afrobarometer, 2024b). 

This helps explain why democratic tension in Mozambique repeatedly exceeds procedural disputes 

and spills into arguments about who the state serves and whose grievances count. The BTI 2026 

country report notes that the post-election period “became the most violent such period nationwide 

that Mozambique has experienced to date,” that protests continued even after the Constitutional 

Council amended results, and that demonstrations and a national strike “were met with fierce and 

violent repression” (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2026, pp.10-11).  

 

This does not mean that Mozambique has exited electoral politics entirely as parties do continue 

to compete, citizens continue to vote, and institutions still perform some democratic rituals. But 

the pattern has become increasingly contradictory with democratic aspiration remaining socially 

alive, while democratic practice is being repeatedly hollowed out by fraud, partisanship, violence, 

and weak accountability.  

 

From coloniality and postcolonial state formation to distrust 

In Muxúnguè and surrounding areas, interviewees described police demanding bribes when 

farmers took produce to market, while the term impostos was commonly used for these payments 

in a way that explicitly linked present-day extortion to colonial taxation and to the taxes associated 

with the early post-independence state (Pearce, 2020, p.783). Pearce further shows that perceptions 

of exclusion were reinforced by visible inequality: interviewees were aware of increased national 

wealth through coal mining and gas exploration, yet contrasted this with their own poverty and 

interpreted the disparity as discrimination by a southern elite against central and northern 

Mozambique (Pearce, 2020, pp.783-784).  

 

Bringing the theoretical framework together, the Mozambican case suggests that distrust and 

contestation are best understood through the intersection of coloniality, postcolonial state 

formation, and legitimacy. Coloniality names the persistence of hierarchical and exclusionary 

structures beyond the end of formal colonial rule, postcolonial state formation names the way those 
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inherited structures were reorganized through nationalist sovereignty and party-state 

consolidation, and legitimacy theory clarifies why institutions may command compliance without 

securing deep acceptance, and why contestation intensifies when justificatory claims lose their 

social plausibility. 

 

Drawing on Quijano’s account of coloniality of power, we can see that colonial domination did 

not simply end with formal independence, but rather that its racial classifications and new 

structures of labor control were sedimented into the modern global order: one of the “fundamental 

axes” of this model of power is the “social classification of the world’s population around the idea 

of race,” which “pervades the more important dimensions of global power,” while a new, 

articulated “structure of control of labor and its resources and products” configured a “global 

model of labor control” as a core element of world capitalism (Quijano, 2000, pp. 533-535). As 

Grosfoguel (2011) emphasizes, this colonial matrix of power continues to organize contemporary 

hierarchies of labor, authority and knowledge, so that decolonization requires transforming these 

underlying classificatory and organizational logics.  

 

When it comes to Mozambique’s trajectory, the state inherited from colonialism was not fully 

transformed at independence, and its postcolonial consolidation continued to privilege 

centralization, territorial command, and selective inclusion, that were then re-legitimated through 

anti-colonial nationalism and party-state ideology. Beetham adds the final analytical step given 

that if legitimacy depends on rules, justifiability, and consent, then distrust in Mozambique can be 

interpreted as a historically produced deficit of legitimation rather than simply as contemporary 

dissatisfaction. The BTI 2026 report’s portrayal of an electoral democracy reduced to façade, 

coupled with Afrobarometer evidence that democratic aspirations remain strong, suggests 

precisely such a gap between the claims of rule and the experience of rule (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 

2026; Afrobarometer, 2024a). 

 

These issues matter, but their potency derives partly from the fact that they resonate with much 

older patterns of exclusion and coercion. The point, rather, is that historical state forms shape what 

citizens find plausible, what opposition narratives resonate, and why democratic institutions 

become either credible or suspect. In this light, distrust and contestation are are central to 

understanding how legitimacy has been built, challenged, and reworked over time, and 

contemporary political tension is therefore not simply a sign of democratic failure. It is also a 

window into the unresolved historical contradictions of colonial inheritance, postcolonial nation-

building, and party-state rule. 
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Conclusion 

When Mozambique gained independence from Portuguese colonial rule, the ways power had 

already been organized didn't just disappear. What ended up emerging instead, was a post-

independence order built both from colonial inheritance and from how armed liberation 

movements had structured themselves. That combination is actually what helps explain why 

political continuity stayed so strong, even through war, liberalization, and formal democratization. 

 

What the colonial state left behind was a pattern of rule built on extraction, coercion and 

centralization, leading Mozambique to inherit a fragmented and unequal political structure where 

the strongest state capacities had been developed around control, not representation. Those limits 

did not just disappear. They became part of the ground on which post-independence politics had 

to actually unfold, even as sovereignty changed hands, colonial rule formally ended, and 

FRELIMO stepped into power with a very different political project. FRELIMO was also already 

building forms of administration, welfare provision, and bureaucratic coordination during the 

struggle itself which gave it real legitimacy as a governing force even before independence arrived. 

 

From the beginning, the postcolonial state was shaped by both inherited institutions and the 

political culture of the movement that replaced colonial rule. Which laid the ground for FRELIMO 

to come and occupy such a central position after independence, not only as a ruling party, but as 

the main institutional vehicle through which state power, national authority, and political 

legitimacy were organized. What endured was a cohesive ruling party capable of adapting itself to 

different political conditions. Sumich and Honwana’s distinction between strong party and weak 

state captures how the durability of concentrated rule in Mozambique depended not on deep and 

uniform state penetration, but on party cohesion, control over the state apparatus, and the ability 

to reproduce authority despite persistent fragilities and exclusions. Liberation legitimacy, state-

building, and party consolidation did generate real forms of authority, but they did not produce a 

political order that was broadly inclusive or evenly rooted across society and that unevenness 

became especially visible after the transition to multiparty politics. Democratization opened the 

political arena in formal terms, but it did not fundamentally level it, as Carbone showed that post-

war competition was institutionalized within a system still heavily shaped by FRELIMO’s 

organizational superiority, centralized power, and historical dominance. Sumich’s work pushes 

this point further by showing that democratization also had alienating effects, especially among 

parts of the urban middle class that had once formed part of the regime’s support base. The problem 

was that the reorganization of politics under liberalization did not resolve the older tensions built 

into the postcolonial order and in some respects sharpened them. 

 

Pearce’s account of Renamo’s return to arms shows how these tensions were also sustained 

through competing narratives of history, belonging, and entitlement. FRELIMO’s claim to embody 

the nation was never accepted in a uniform way, and in the post-war period rival historical 

narratives continued to challenge that claim, especially in regions where exclusion, discrimination, 

and unequal access to state power were experienced most sharply. Public distrust and political 

contestation therefore appear here not as isolated reactions to recent governance failures, but as 



Aalborg University              

International Relations                                                                                                       Matilde Gonçalves 

4th. Semester                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                              

     

                                                                                                                               56 of 64 

historically grounded responses to a political order in which concentrated authority, uneven 

incorporation, and unresolved legitimacy deficits had long coexisted.  

 

This is also where the combined use of postcolonial state formation, coloniality, and legitimacy 

becomes most useful. Postcolonial state formation provided the broadest framework because the 

central issue running through the thesis was always how authority, institutions, and political 

continuity were shaped across the transition from colonial rule to independence. Coloniality then 

pushed that analysis further, by showing why formal sovereignty did not just automatically tear 

down older power structures and logics of control. Legitimacy and authority also helped make 

sense of how power got justified, accepted strained, and resisted over time, rather than treating 

rule as something either purely forced or naturally stable. All three lenses together made it much 

more possible to explain both why concentrated rule stuck around and why distrust and 

contestation eventually came up without just collapsing one into the other. 

 

None of this means that colonial rule alone can fully explain what Mozambique looks like today, 

or that people who came to power after independence just ended up copying some fixed colonial 

model. War, economic crisis, socialist restructuring, liberal reform, and international pressure all 

clearly mattered. But each of these forces still ended up operating within a political and 

institutional field that colonial rule had already shaped, and that decolonization only partially 

managed to change. More than anything else, the Mozambican case shows that independence can 

shift who holds power without actually changing the structures that power moves through. 

 

Mozambique matters not just because of its own specific history, but also because it makes a 

broader postcolonial problem much more visible. The end of colonial administration does not, on 

its own amount to the decolonization of political power. Where inherited state forms stay 

centralized selective, and unevenly rooted in society, formal sovereignty can still coexist with 

exclusion, alienation, and the kind of recurring legitimacy crises that many postcolonial states also 

tend to face. 
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