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From the early 1960s through the late 1980s, the built environment of Mozambique was shaped by changing 

paradigms of urbanisation, architectural styles, and technologies. This development stemmed from the 

commitment of a multitude of actors from disciplines as diverse as civil engineering, tropical architecture, 

urban sociology or metereology. They all contributed to the onsite production of local construction expertise 

and to the diffusion of international research results. 

In most cases their activities were linked to research institutes such as the Laboratório de Engenharia de 

Moçambique and the Sociedade de Estudos de Moçambique or to government agencies on the local (Direção 

de Urbanização e Construção) and provincial/national levels (Gabinete de Urbanização da Região de 

Lourenço Marques, Direção Nacional de Habitação). The research of these institutions both reflected and 

(re)produced the dramatic political ruptures of that period and went hand in hand with specific social claims. 

At the same time they give insights into Mozambique’s changing embeddedness in transnational scientific 

communities from Portugal, South Africa, and Brazil to Bulgaria, Tanzania, Cuba, and North Corea. 

Phenomena like Pancho Guedes’ workshops in Nigeria or the influence of Brazilian architecture on the 

Portuguese colonies in Africa have been highlighted by architectural historians over the last years. However, 

little attention has been paid to a systematic analysis of the transnational networks of engineering 

knowledge production in Mozambique. This paper will give a brief overview on the most significant 

institutions in this field and the changing transnational contexts of their work. I will take a look at the 

research trips of their members, their participation in international conferences (such as the Jornadas de 

engenharia e arquitectura do ultramar or the Jornadas luso-brasileiras de engenharia civil), their publications 

(such as the post-colonial journal Construir), the exchange of publications with international research 

institutes and, later, the presence of the cooperantes. 

I ask how the wider geopolitical positioning of Mozambique and the actors’ individual choices contributed to 

the introduction of new building technologies, research projects, social norms as well as aesthetic models 

and how they coined genuinely Mozambican architectural topoi on the ground. 

My analysis consists of a close reading of debates around two remarkable architectural projects: The 

cooperative housing scheme COOP, inspired by Brazilian high-rise architecture and built with Swedish 

technology tested in the Belgian Congo gives insights into the ambivalent desire to establish a “lusotropical” 

settlement. The Bairro Residencial Universitário (BRU), on the other hand, designed by Eastern German 

architects and build with German prefab technology not only shows the ties to new development 

cooperation partners but also symbolises the end of a short post-colonial policy aiming at technological 

independence and ecological building principles. 

Borrowing its framework from material culture studies, this paper tries to connect the at times isolated 

research on Luso-african architecture with recent debates on modernist architecture and postcoloniality. 

Following scholars like Duanfang Lu, Ola Uduku or Johan Lagae, I will sketch out pitfalls of a eurocentric 

perspective: Looking at Mozambique’s modernist heritage as a Portuguese heritage and not as a shared 
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history; reproducing lusotropicalist myths; and misjudging 1974 as the end of Mozambique’s architectural 

history. 

Keywords: Engineering, architecture, transnational networks, Bairro COOP, Bairro Residencial Universitário 

 


