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MOZAMBIQUE: Neither war nor peace 

Resumen:  

A pesar de que durante muchos años se ha considerado el proceso postconflicto de 

Mozambique como modélico, en este país concurren varios agentes y circunstancias que 

provocan la inestabilidad del país. Los episodios de violencia armada cada vez son más 

numerosos lo que provoca que muchas voces alerten sobre una posible reapertura de la guerra 

civil que se dio por terminada en 1992.  

No obstante, a pesar de que el conflicto está escalando desde octubre de 2015, sigue siendo 

un conflicto de baja intensidad y no dejará de serlo a corto plazo a pesar de que existen 

suficientes circunstancias que provocan inestabilidad en el país.  

Abstract: 

Although for many years Mozambique’s post-conflict process has been considered as 
exemplary, in this country a combination of several agents and circumstances are still causing 
instability. The numbers of incidents of armed violence are increasing, hence raising concern for 
a possible resumption of the civil war that ended in 1992. 
Nevertheless, although the conflict has been escalating since October 2015, it continues to be a 
low-intensity conflict and this situation is not likely to change in the short-term, in spite of the 
country’s instability. 
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Introduction 

According to Giddens and Freund, if conflict is a way of confronting the contradictions of 

social organization and its structures, which sometimes arise from past unresolved 

problems, we will understand that, in the light of Mozambique’s recent history, echoes of 

the civil war that ravaged the country more than two decades ago resonate with 

increasing force. 

This is due to the fact that, although for many years the post-conflict process of 

Mozambique has been considered outstanding, there are still several agents and 

circumstances in Mozambique that provoke instability. For this reason, the episodes of 

armed violence are increasingly frequent and raise concern1 for the resumption of the 

civil war that ended in 1992. 

However, despite the fact that the conflict has been escalating since October 2015, it is 

still considered of low intensity and, as we will see in this document, unless the 

opposition armed group RENAMO receives external economic and military support, it 

seems unlikely that we will see an upsurge in the conflict. 

The civil war in Mozambique (1977-1992) was one of many African internal conflicts that 

fall into the category of Cold War subsidiary war or proxy war. It was, therefore, a 

sustained and orchestrated war from the outside. It is precisely the absence of such 

foreign interference that makes it unlikely that it will be reopened with the same 

virulence today, even if the current social, military and political conflict persists or even 

worsens. 

The origin of this subsidiary war is found in the struggle for colonial liberation, which 

ended with the independence of the country in 1976. In that same year, Dhlakama and 

other members of the liberation movement FRELIMO (Liberation Front of Mozambique), 

which adopted the Marxist-Leninist ideology of the Soviet bloc, abandoned the 

movement and formed the rebel group known as RENAMO (National Resistance of 

                                                           
1Some examples: 
BOWKER, Tom; KAMM, Simon, y SAMBO, Aurelio. “Mozambique’s invisible civil war”. Foreign Policy, 
06/05/2016 
KAISER, Daniel y RANTALA, Janne. “War in peace. The return of civil war in Mozambique?“, 
sicherheitspolitik-blog 27/04/2016 
CONWAY-SMITH, Erin. “Mozambique fears a return to war”, Global Post, 15/03/2016 
BUCHANAN, Elsa. “Mozambique: Towards a new war between the Frelimo government and Renamo 
rebels”, IBTimes UK, 01/03/2016 
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Mozambique). This new group had logistical and financial support from the racist regime 

of South Rhodesia at first, and then from the apartheid regime in South Africa and from 

its Western allies: the United States, Portugal and West Germany2.  

While it is true that foreign interference was a key element in this conflict, it would not 

have taken place if the internal situation of the country was more stable, as this was 

finally the main factor behind the durability of the conflict3. External actors knew how to 

channel and exploit an existing discontent, which still persists. 

Although FRELIMO introduced important advances and modernizations in areas such 

as education or health, in others it has only upset large sectors of the population with 

measures such as forced collectivisation of land, massive displacements, social and 

political marginalization in the centre and north of the country or hostility towards 

different faiths.4.  

The war ended with the peace accords signed in Rome in 1992. While it is true that the 

transition process from a Marxist-Leninist single party system to a liberal multi-party 

democracy (since then led by FRELIMO and RENAMO as the opposition party) has 

been considered a success, the wounds from the conflict are still open. The economic 

development of the country is also praised, but success in this area is not absolute as 

we shall see further on. 

Low intensity violence, essentially attributable to government forces5, resumed in 2013, 

and has escalated in the first months of 2016. Meanwhile, RENAMO is gaining support 

in the centre and north of the country thanks to them and to the perception that 

economic development has only benefited political elites. RENAMO’s actions against 

the government consist mainly on abductions and cuts on the roads of the north of the 

country. 

 

Elements of destabilisation  

In Mozambique there are several agents and circumstances that have provoked the 

instability that is leading to the increase of armed violence. The most relevant are: 

polarization; the failure of disarmament, demobilization and reintegration process; 

                                                           
2KAISER, Daniel y RANTALA, Janne. Op. Cit.  
3 OSORIO, Tamara y AGUIRRE, Mariano (Coord.). “Después de la guerra. Un manual para la 
reconstrucción postbélica”. Icaria, 2000. p. 223 
4Ibid. p. 224 
5BOWKER, Tom; KAMM, Simon, y SAMBO, Aurelio. Op. Cit 
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poverty; corruption; repression and lack of information. We will analyse them in order to 

draw the complex panorama that facilitates the violent escalation in the country which, 

as we have pointed out, is not thought to lead to a resumption of the civil war for the 

moment. 

  

1. Polarisation 

Sometimes social contradictions do not lead to conflict but are used to justify it, to revive 

it and to sustain it, as was the case with the civil war. At a lower intensity level, 

inequality and its narrative support political discourse. 

Following Santé Abal6, we share the idea that in all social conflict political discourse can 

play a determining role in the stimulating conflict towards the exercise of violence. In 

addition, if this discourse is combined with existing destabilizing elements (namely 

poverty, inequality, corruption or repression) the conflict is inevitably stirred. This is the 

case of present-day Mozambique, where social and political conflict is being stimulated 

towards a low-intensity armed conflict that is not likely to reach higher levels as we have 

already mentioned. 

The influence and support of FRELIMO is traditionally located in the south of the 

country, where the political and economic capital city of the Mozambique, Maputo, can 

be found. For its part RENAMO is strong in the centre and the north where most of the 

natural resources of the country are found. The fact that the current president of 

FRELIMO and the government, Filipe Nyusi, is from the north of the country has failed 

to soften the polarization north-south. Accusations of electoral fraud have been 

repeated since the party won the first democratic elections in 1994 and in all those that 

have taken place ever since. 

 

                                                           
6SANTÉ ABAD, Jose María, “¿Cultura de la Paz”, IEEE Analysis Document nº 10/2016. p 3 
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2. Failure of the disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) process  

The process of reform of the security sector (RSS) and within it, the disarmament, 

demobilization and reintegration (DDR) of RENAMO members in the Armed Forces of 

Mozambique has not had the expected results. There is a lot a finger-pointing on the 

part of the actors involved. On the one hand, RENAMO argues that FRELIMO has 

deliberately marginalized the demobilized members of its guerrillas. On the other hand, 

FRELIMO argues that RENAMO does not intend to disarm its members7. It seems that 

both accusations are true because the reality is that RENAMO maintains training camps 

and that the government refuses to integrate former members of that group into its 

armed forces8.  

 

3. Poverty 

The recent discovery of new natural gas fields has not yet had an impact on 

Mozambique's economy. The benefits are expected in the medium term9, not short. 

The three companies with the most weight in gas extraction and transportation projects 

do not expect to be fully operational until 2023. Meanwhile, after a few years of clear 

upswing, the economic crisis is intensifying and inequality is increasing. The 

                                                           
7KAISER, Daniel y RANTALA, Janne. Op. Cit 
8 HANLON, Joseph. Mozambique 312. Mozambique news reports & clippings, 7/03/2016. p. 3 
9 THE ECONOMIST. “Mozambique is floundering amid corruption and conflict.” 18/03/2016  
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subsistence crisis associated with the droughts and floods caused by the El Niño 

phenomenon, are driving the country to the brink of famine. The numbers are worrying: 

half of the 24 million Mozambicans live below the poverty line10. 

Although it is true that poverty is not a necessary condition for the evolution of a social 

conflict to an armed conflict, it cannot be ignored because it is a factor with very high 

incidence in conflict, especially if, as in the case of Mozambique, it adds on to an 

already unbalanced scale in favour of instability. 

 

4. Corruption and repression 

Just a few years ago, the economic upswing and the discovery of gas made 

Mozambique a privileged place for investment. This situation has changed due to 

incompetence and corruption and has made foreign investors divert their interest and 

their capital to other countries11.  

The generalization of corruption is also a main concern to countries and donor 

organizations that amount to almost half of Mozambique’s national budget. It affects key 

sectors such as the police, the public administration or the judicial system despite the 

government's adoption of an anti-corruption strategy in 200612.  

Accusations of electoral fraud are also persistent in the democratic history of the 

country, hence preventing the progress of the peace process. This is compounded by 

the fact that over 10,000 people have fled to Malawi because of clashes between the 

two parties in the Tete province. According to Human Rights Watch 13 and UNHCR14, 

most refugees escape the atrocities committed by the country's police and armed forces 

against suspects of joining or supporting RENAMO. 

 

5. Lack of free information  

Freedom of expression and association are two essential weapons in the fight against 

corruption that are no longer operational in Mozambique. Also, of course, they are 

                                                           
10BBC. Mozambique Country Profile. 14/01/2016 
11 THE ECONOMIST. “Mozambique is floundering amid corruption and conflict.” 18/03/2016 
12 TRANSPARENCY INTERNATIONAL. Overview of corruption and anti-corruption in Mozambique. Disponible en la 
web http://www.transparency.org/ 
13HUMAN RIGHS WATCH. “Mozambique: Mass Flight Over Reported Army Abuses . 6,000 Flee to Precarious 
Conditions in Malawi” 22/02/2016  
14DOBBS, Leo. “Malawi to reopen former camp, as Mozambique refugee numbers grow”. UNHCR. 15/03/2016 

http://www.transparency.org/whatwedo/answer/overview_of_corruption_and_anti_corruption_in_mozambique
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indispensable to know what happens in the country, to transmit or not feelings, 

perceptions, ideas ... Although these two freedoms are guaranteed by the constitution, 

the control of both public and private media has been increased to such an extent that 

there is barely any information on the political situation, nor on violent episodes. For 

instance, it is not known what the true dimension of the conflict is, or the number of 

RENAMO’s troops15. This lack of information, coupled with the government repression, 

increases the insecurity of the Mozambican average citizen, fearful after so many years 

of fratricidal war. 

 

Conclusions  

The resolution of the crisis situation in Mozambique seems difficult in the short term. 

Likewise, its escalation to warlike conflict seems unlikely if there is no foreign 

intervention that supports the opposition group. RENAMO does not have the sufficient 

support or resources to fight a clearly superior government force in a war-weary 

country. But both sides discard the position of the other and, what is worse, the causes 

of structural destabilization, far from being stemmed, are getting worse. 

 

For these reasons, in the coming decades, it is foreseeable that the low-intensity armed 

conflict will not end, but in the absence of external support, it does not seem likely that it 

will escalate. What it does seem inevitable is that the population will be increasingly 

affected as long as the sum of destabilizing factors discussed in this document 

undermines an economic development in freefall. The question that arises as a 

consequence of this is: what scenario can this situation lead us in the medium term? Is 

it now the "early warning" moment in which the international community should work on 

solutions? 

 

Blanca Palacián de Inza 
IEEE Analyist 

                                                           
15KAISER, Daniel y RANTALA, Janne. Op. Cit. 


